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Abstract
This study is a mixed methods approach to exploring English Language Learners' (ELL)
perceptions about their placement in either ESL sections of first-year composition courses at a
two-year college or mainstreamed sections at a four-year college. After conducting case studies
of five students in both types of programs and interviewing the directors of each program, it is
evident that students' affects influence their perceptions about placement. This study suggests
the need for ELL students' inclusion in their placement decisions.
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Chapter 1 : Research Review
There has been an ongoing debate about English language learners' placement in
the writing classroom. Some writing programs place speakers of English as a second
language (ESL)-or English Language Learners (ELL) as they are commonly referred
to-into basic writing classrooms because writing program administrators think that these
two groups of learners share similar language and structural difficulties. Other programs
place ESL students in separate classrooms entirely designated for second-language
learners. In such classrooms, ESL students' specific concerns are addressed until they are
ready to be mainstreamed into the American classroom. At some universities, some
writing programs mainstream ESL students into college composition courses with native
speakers (NSs) of English an act that can help acculturate ESL students (Valdes, 1992, p.
34).
This chapter explores the research and scholarship on ELL students' placement
trends and the various effects ELL placement decisions have on student proficiency,
academic achievement, affects, social identities, and motivation. After exploring the
complexities of ELL placement, the chapter examines research on both instructor and
student perceptions about placement, which paves the way for the need of further
research about ELL students' perceptions of their own placement.
Before discussing specific placement options, it is important to understand some
of the issues that may differentiate language learners and may influence how they learn
English.
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Complications with Categorizing Ells
Categorizing the L2 population has been problematic. Such categorization directly
affects the types of language instruction that is perceived effective for the group at hand
and, consequently, affects an educational institute's placement decision. A well-known
framework for distinguishing L2 learning environments and, hence, L2 learners is that
proposed by Valdes. Valdes (1992) used societal bilingualism to differentiate between
elective and circumstantial bilinguals. Elective bilinguals are those who, after spending
most of their lives in societies where their first languages (Lls) are prominent, choose to
learn a second language (L2) by immersing themselves in the L2 society. Circumstantial
bilinguals, on the other hand, are mostly "immigrants, refugees, or citizens of
postcolonial states" whose Ll lacks status and does not suffice for communication to
occur. In order for them to take part in the society where their Ll is not the national
language, they must gain some level of proficiency in the language of the L2
communities (Valdes, 1992, p. 37-8; as cited in Di Gennaro, 2012, p.59). Circumstantial
bilinguals are further subdivided into incipient bilinguals and functional bilinguals. The
former are ELLs who are in the early stages of L2 acquisition and need more L2
instruction and exposure; the latter are those who have plateaued in their L2 learning,
which renders L2 instruction less effective for them (Valdes, 1992; Di Gennaro, 2012,
p.59). Therefore, L2 instruction and, of course, placement into ESL-oriented classrooms
cannot be equally effective for all ESL students.
,

Language minority students have their own struggles as well. For instance,
"[E]ven though [they] may take up to seven years to develop the level of language
proficiency necessary to compete on an equal footing with native speakers of the school
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language (Collier, 1987; Cummins, 1982), they are likely to be in mainstream classes
long before then" (Harklau, 1994, p. 242). Moreover, ESL students' cognitive skills and
their learning of subject content cannot be delayed till their English proficiency is
equivalent to that of their classmates (Cummins, 1994, p. 56).

Trends and Questions about the Placement of ELL Students
Because of the complexities of ELL student categorization and the struggles ELL
students may experience, ELL student placement may have an important role in ELL
students' motivation, and self-esteem, and, hence, learning. That is why North American
universities created a number of approaches to addressing ELL placement.

The Complications of Student Self-Reported Proficiency

According to Fulcher (1997), "fair and accurate assessment of students' abilities
and their placement into appropriate language courses is essential to all academic
departments," and the main goal of placement tests is to reduce the number of at-risk
students to an absolute minimum (Kokhan, 2012, p. 292). Some researchers call for
English for Academic Purposes (EAP) post-admission tests as it can be difficult to rely
on international students' reported evidence of English proficiency while applying to the
university and before the start of the academic year (Wall, Clapham, & Alderson, 1994,
p. 322). Wall, Clapham, and Alderson (1994) also warned against using student-reported
proof of English language proficiency as a tool for assessing students' language needs.
Those student-reported proofs usually ranged from students' grades from English classes,
references from former instructors, and students' personal statements describing their
proficiency level. The placement test population is so diverse that it is unreasonable to
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expect students who come from different cultural and educational backgrounds to
accurately estimate their own English proficiency. That is why North American
universities now have strict English language requirements such as students take
proficiency tests before applying to American universities.

Proficiency Tests

Proficiency tests are "developed to show whether students have managed to reach
a certain level of language ability" (Kokhan, 2012, p. 292; Alderson, Clapham, & Wall,
1995). The TOEFL iBT and the Michigan test are two of the most popular proficiency
tests that ELLs take to be able to join American universities.

TOEFL iBT & Michigan Test

The TOEFL iBT test evaluates students' abilities to use and comprehend English
language at the college level. The test assesses "how well [students] combine [their]
listening, reading, speaking and writing skills to perform academic tasks" (Educational
Testing Service, 2014, para. 1). Because the TOEFL has high validity and reliability
rates, it is widely used for ESL placement-not to mention, admission decisions
(Kokhan, 2012, p. 292). Validity is "the extent to which a test measures what it is
intended to measure" (Alderson, Clapham, & Wall, 1995, p. 6). It has to do with student
scores, how they are used, and means of interpreting such scores. That is why test validity
is dependent on its purpose. Reliability, on the other hand, is "the extent to which test
scores are consistent" (Alderson, Clapham, & Wall, 1995, p. 6). In other words, a test is
reliable if a student gets the same result on the same test on two consecutive days
(Alderson, Clapham, & Wall, 1995, p. 6). The main goal of the TOEFL is to measure
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students' abilities in using English effectively in academic settings. The Michigan Test
battery, on the other hand, contains three separate sections: grammar-vocabulary-reading,
listening comprehension, and composition (Michigan-test, 2013, para. 7). Both the
TOEFL iBT and the Michigan Tests assess ELL students' writing among other skills.

Placement Tests

Unlike proficiency tests, which are "developed to show whether students have
managed to reach a certain level of language ability" (Kokhan, 2012, p. 292; Alderson,
Clapham, & Wall, 1995), placement tests are "designed to assess students' level of
language ability so that they can be placed in the appropriate course or class" (Alderson,
Clapham, & Wall, 1995, p. 11; Kokhan, 2012, p. 292). However, Kokhan (2012) stated
that with proficiency tests students may fail to meet all the language needs required for
success in a specific program or educational institution (p. 292). Moreover, Ascher
(1990) mentioned that proficiency tests do not assess students' active use of the English
language and may fail to adequately evaluate how well students will perform in an
English-speaking academic setting.
Because of such inadequacies of proficiency tests, placement tests are used to
place ELLs in the courses that correspond to their level of language proficiency.
Placement tests are considered one of the most prevalent forms of assessment, which are
not designed by individual instructors and are used within institutions as a decisionmaking tool across such institutions rather than within classes.
In general, there are two types of placement tests. The first has no direct

relationship to the content of the courses into which students are placed. This test may be
considered "an institutional version of a proficiency test like the TOEFL or the Michigan
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Test" (Wall, Clapham, & Alderson, 1994, p. 321-2; Kokhan, 2012). The second type of
placement tests is designed to "reflect the nature of language courses" into which
students are placed. International students sit for such tests in the beginning of their first
semester at college in order to figure if students need to be placed in courses that target
the language skills required in a particular academic context (Wall, Clapham, &
Alderson, 1994, p.322; Kokhan, 2012, p. 292).

English Placement Test (EPT)

Some schools design placement tests of their own. For instance, California State
University (CSU) designed the EPT test to make sure that new ELL students are ready to
enroll in college-level English courses (California State University, n.d., para. 1). This
test was created for high-school students who did not meet the EPT requirements by any
other means. Those EPT requirements are either a status of 'Ready for CSU or
participating CCC college-level English courses' in the Early Assessment Program
(EAP), a qualified score of 500 or above, 22 or above, 3 or above on either SAT, ACT, or
AP respectively, or a grade of C or higher in a qualified English transfer course at a
community college. The EPT is not an admission test; it distinguishes students who are
ready for college-level English courses from those who need to be placed in remedial
English courses (California State University, n.d., para. 2). The test is a one hour and
forty-five minutes long. It entails forty-five minutes for the essay section and two thirtyminute multiple choice questions that test students' reading comprehension skills
(Educational Testing Service, 2014, para. 2).
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Combining the approaches: Using both TOEFL and EPT consecutively

Some schools use both the TOEFL and the EPT tests consecutively for placement.
For example, the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC) has a cutoff score
for ELL students' admission of 550 on paper-based TOEFL or 213 on computer-based
TOEFL. In addition, the TOEFL is used as an initial assessment of ELL students' English
language proficiency. Graduate students who are admitted to UIUC with a paper-based
TOEFL score below 610 or with a computer-based TOEFL score below 253 are required
to take the EPT to be placed in the appropriate ESL course (Lee & Anderson, 2007, p.
314).

ELL Student Placement
ELLs often simultaneously enroll in ESL courses and the required academic
coursework (Callahan, Wilkinson, and Muller, 2010). However, such a population is also
frequently placed alongside native speakers in mainstream classes (Harklau, 1994, p.
241). In other cases, newcomers are usually placed in mainstream classrooms
immediately along with ESL classes, and "they are exited from the special programs
quite rapidly" (Harklau, 1994, p. 242). Nonetheless, research has indicated that
mainstream class teachers "receive very .little information, education, or support" for
teaching ELL students (Watta-Taffe and Truscott, 2000, p. 258; Constantino, 1994; Faltis
and Hudelson, 1994; Garcia, Willis, and Harris, 1998).

Placement in ELL Classes and its Effect on Academic Achievement

Secondary ELL students are often placed into ESL and "sheltered content-area
coursework," which are supposedly addressing their linguistic needs for "school-specific
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academic vocabulary," and "modified instruction designed to simultaneously incorporate
academic content and English vocabulary" (Callahan, Wilkinson, and Muller, 2010, p.
85). The services offered to ELL students are "language-based ESL coursework and
sheltered and/or specially designed academic instruction in English (SDAIE) content-area
(e.g. math, science, social science) courses" (Rivera et. al., 1997; Zehler et al., 2003;
Callahan, Wilkinson, and Muller, 2010, p. 85).
Despite the fact that academic achievement and English proficiency are not
mutually exclusive, educators tend to view English proficiency as a prerequisite to ELL
students' entry to academically rigorous courses (Callahan, 2005; Harklau, 1994;
Callahan, Wilkinson, and Muller, 2010, p. 85). In other words, being identified as ESL
and being placed in ESL classes may limit students' access to academic content and
hinder their future academic achievements. Alternately, educators view ESL placement as
an indicator that students are not ready for academically rigorous courses. Thus, the
effects of ESL placement should be taken in consideration with all the contributing
attributes of the ELL population, such as "poverty, limited years in the United States,
[and] immigrant status," which might affect their academic performance (Callahan,
Wilkinson, and Muller, 2010, p. 85). In addition, ELL children and adolescents "are
frequently at risk for academic failure or underachievement" due to a multitude of factors
such as "poverty, transience, and parental disempowerment" (Simons and Connelly,
2000, p. V).

Placement in the Mainstream Classroom: Its Benefits and Drawbacks

Because being placed in ELL classes may have negative effects on students such
as limiting their access to academic content and hindering their future academic
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achievements, some universities choose to mainstream ELL students with their native
speaking peers. The following section provides the many reasons for mainstreaming ELL
students.

Assimilation and Acculturation

Harklau ( 1994) pointed out the importance of socialization that mainstreaming
provides immigrants who are trying to assimilate into the American society. The
researcher recommended that ESL students' presence in the mainstream classroom
should be employed by teachers in a way that would culturally enrich their nativespeaking peers and improve the standards of learning environment (Cummins, 1994).
However, Cortes (1994) clarified the difference between assimilation and acculturation
and showed preference for the latter. He explained that the former is a "subtractive" term
in which one attempts to "adopt" the mainstream culture as if it is theirs; in contrast, the
latter is an "additive" term in which one attempts to "adapt" to the mainstream culture.
Assimilation implies that students depart their ethnic and cultural origins, while
acculturation implies that students are encouraged to learn how to function within the
mainstream culture while participating, if they wish, in their original culture (p. 26).

Belief of Faster Acquisition

In addition to assimilation and acculturation, there is "a pervasive folk belief' that
ELL children will learn English "faster" when they are among native speakers of English;
however, "evidence for this notion is far from conclusive" (Harklau, 1994, p. 242). Based
on this belief, mainstreaming students motivates them to learn English. In addition, they
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eventually get to share the "social outlook" of their peers who were born in the United
States. (Harklau, p.262).

Limited Funding and Stigma

Another reason ELL students are mainstreamed is the lack of or limitation of
funding, which can only be provided for two to three years (Harklau, 1994, p. 242). In
addition, in some instances, ELL students or their families "refuse special help because of
a perceived remedial stigma" that ELL carries (Harklau, 1994, p. 241). However, ELL
students are sometimes mainstreamed because they have simply slipped through the
school screening systems (Harklau, 1994, p. 241).
For these reasons, researchers such as Cummins ( 1994) called against separating
ESL from the educational system mainstream. In the early stages of learning, ESL
students' withdrawal from mainstream classroom is sometimes "necessary and
appropriate"; however, it is not a practical choice when students are still mastering
academic English. That is why Cummins called for instructors to address ESL students'
needs and accommodate their proficiency levels. In addition, he stressed that access to
interaction with native speakers is a main factor behind students' acquisition and sense of
belonging to the society. Thus, he held schools responsible for ESL students' integration
into the social and academic mainstream (p. 54). In addition, a comfortable atmosphere
facilitates students' "language and literacy development" (p. 55). He added that such an
atmosphere should value and celebrate students' effort to communicate, focus more on
the intention of the utterances than on their forms, and accept "errors" as a normal stage
of language development (Enright and McCloskey, 1988, p. 21; Cummins, 1994, p. 55).
Cummins, however, did not imply that ESL students should be placed in the mainstream
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classroom "without provision of additional support for both students and their teachers"
(p. 55).

Potential Drawback of Mainstreaming

Some composition instructors tend to avoid ELL students and request their
placement in ESL classes regardless of the students' linguistic competency. Such
avoidance can be linked to three factors . First, instructors worry about their own inability
to help ELL students with their writing issues. Second, instructors are concerned about
their failure to understand what the ELL students try to communicate. Third, instructors
worry that those students will take up too much of their time (Randsdell, 1994, p.217).

ELL Bridge Programs to Facilitate Mainstreaming

As a result of the complex situation of ELL students' placement and their diverse
needs, some colleges create programs of their own to accommodate such population. For
example, because of a diversity of ELL students at Kean College of New Jersey, a bridge
program was initiated in the fall of 1989. ELL students who enroll in Kean College come
from various levels of competency and with a wide variety of language backgrounds. For
such diverse population, an ESL program was "essential for academic survival"
(Rosenthal, 1992, p. 63); however, it did not address the language demands, such as
"listening, writing, reading, discussion, and test-taking" (Rosenthal, 1992, p. 63) of
mainstream courses. After completing the typical ESL program, students "often feel
scared and unprepared for the academic coursework" ahead of them, and "ESL alone
cannot be expected to make its students as proficient as their native English speaking
peers" (Rosenthal, 1992, p. 63). The result is ESL students entering the mainstream
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classroom with difficulties similar to those of minority students, such as the need to
adjust to a different educational system and cultural behavior and possible discrimination
based on accent, color, or origin in addition to the typical ESL language barrier.
As a result, a transition program was developed at Kean College. The main goal
of the program is to train faculty across the curriculum to change their teaching methods
and attitudes towards ESL students and accommodate the needs of these students. Before
each semester, instructors designate one of their classes to be transitional. The courses are
at the freshman and sophomore levels and "fulfill general education core or breadth
requirements" (Rosenthal, 1992, p. 64). A few of the seats in each transitional section are
for ESL students and the majority are for native speakers. Instructors are trained to
promote interaction between the two groups through class activities or group discussions.
The classroom provides an environment where ESL students "can hear English as spoken
by native speakers" including their teachers (Rosenthal, 1992, p. 64). The transitional
program, along with many special programs at Kean College, was successful in
improving retention rates. The funding for the program was provided by Kean College's
Ethnolinguistic Grant from New Jersey's Department of Higher Education (Rosenthal,
1992).

Influences of Placement Decisions on Ells
Placement of ESL students, whether mainstreamed or not, does not simply
translate into instructional strategies-students' affects and identities can be influenced as
a result of placement decisions. Affect, based on Krashen' s perspective include factors
such as motivation, attitude, self-confidence, anxiety, and self-esteem (1985). Krashen
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proposed an Affective Filter, which if raised because of low self-esteem or high anxiety,
prevents language input from passing through. On the contrary, if the Affective Filter
goes down because of high self-esteem or low anxiety, language acquisition takes place
(Maftoon and Sabah, 2012, p.36). Thus, students' affects can be influenced by placement
decisions.
Not only can placement influence students' affects, but also their social identities.
Erving Goffman was renowned for his theories on performance and social identity and
their connection to student writing in the composition classroom (Ortmeier-Hooper,
2008, p. 391). In other words, students can view their placement into writing courses as
some sort of branding of their identities, and those social identities can affect how they
perform in writing classrooms as well as how they perceive themselves as writers. Thus,
ESL students' affects as well as their social identities can play a vital role in their
acquisition and performance in the writing classroom.
Placement does not only influence students' affects and identities, but it also
creates an entire social milieu for students. Sociocultural theories place a great deal of
importance on the social milieu and the "complex and variable" individual histories of
the students that influence "their actions and motivation to engage in L2 learning" (Swain
& Deters, 2007, p.823). For example, in his dissertation, Kim (2007) examined the

motivation of his L2 Korean students and discovered that one of the students who
"believed that the only useful input for his English language learning was that which
came from a NS of English" ended with low motivational levels and, consequently, lower
proficiency than another student who "considered any speaker of English (certainly
including other learners of English) to be a language learning resource and interacted
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with a variety of individuals" (Swain & Deters, 2007, p.823). Thus, the social milieu and
the way ESL students perceived their interactions with NS versus NNS influenced their
motivation to engage in L2 learning and, hence, their competency.

Research on Perceptions and Proficiency
Because placement has a huge influence on students, research has been conducted
to examine the perceptions of the parties involved in the process. However, where articles
focus on perception, they most often focus on the perceptions of instructors. For example,
Nancy Clair conducted a year-long qualitative research exploring the beliefs and needs of
three college composition teachers working with ELL students in their classrooms. Her
research goal was to help with preservice teacher preparation (1995). Furthermore,
articles on student perceptions about placement usually look at middle- and elementaryschool settings. For instance, a study addressed English language anxiety issues for both
ELL and native students. Participants for this study were 178 middle-school Mexican
immigrants attending school in the United States (Papparnihiel, 2002). Another study
explored the perspectives of three adolescent Mexican ELL high school students
regarding their ELL experiences in the mainstream classroom (Cohen, 2012). In addition,
most articles on placement focus more on proficiency issues. For example, an empirical
research examined "the achievement and language proficiency of 732 Grade 4 to Grade 8
Latino students" in a dual-language program (Lindholm-Leary and Hernandez 2011, p.
531). These previous examples are just a few among many that focused on instructors'
perspectives, middle- or elementary-school students' perceptions, or the proficiency of
non-college students (Cohen, 2012, p. 265; Faltis & Coulter, 2007; Gunderson, 2007).
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Little research has been done on college ELL students' perspectives about their
placement in college writing courses. A decade ago, George Braine (1994) evaluated ESL
placement options and came to the conclusion that mainstreaming ESL students into
regular college composition classes has many disadvantages. Braine called for special
ESL classes and stated that both students and instructors were enthusiastic about such
courses. In his study at a medium-sized university, he reported that most teachers found
ESL students to be more interactive in special ESL classes. He added that some teachers
were excited to meet with ESL students every day and stated that the students "rekindled
their interest in teaching composition" (1994, p.47). Braine also surveyed 180 ESL
students who were or had been enrolled in special ESL classes in the same school. 92
percent of the students chose for the ESL courses to continue and supported their
opinions saying that the classes provided an anxiety-free environment where they do not
feel embarrassed to speak with an accent (1994, p.47). As a result, Braine contended that
special ESL courses can provide "a sheltered environment" that can allow ESL students
to "develop a sense of community with their peers" (1994, p.48). It has been almost ten
years now since Braine conducted his research, and the educational situation as well as
students' perceptions about placement may have changed over the years. That is why I
wish to focus my study on ESL students' perceptions of their current placement options.
To distinguish my research from that of Braine' s, I conducted my study at both a
four-year college, which I called Directional State University (DSU), and a two-year
community college, which I called Midwestern Community College (MCC). In other
words, the academic context and the methods of my study were different from that of
Braine' s as I ran surveys as well as conducted open-ended focus groups in both four-year
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and two-year college settings. I interviewed the Director of Composition at DSU
(pseudonym Dr. Turner) as well as the Director of ESL Composition at MCC
(pseudonym Dr. Sam). My study should provide a fuller perspective on issues related to
placing ESL students in writing courses.
In this project, I explored ESL students' perceptions of those who have been
mainstreamed into a college composition course under the pseudonym (First-Year
Composition) at DSU and compared them to the perceptions of their counterparts who
have been placed into ESL composition courses under the pseudonym (ESL Writing) at
MCC. In addition, I considered the possible implications of ESL students' perceptions on
placement. Through the course of this research, I was not seeking one right answerwhich might not exist-or a comparison between First-Year Composition and ESL
Writing courses. Instead, I was interested in exploring how ESL students perceive their
placement in either classes and how such perceptions could influence their self-esteem,
anxiety, and motivational levels that affect their learning experiences. I intended for my
study to contribute to both disciplines of Composition Studies and Teaching English as a
Second Language (TESL) because my research may influence ESL placement decisions
of the writing program administrators for college composition and ESL courses. I hope
my research will influence the way writing program administrators accommodate
students' concerns and address their needs.
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Chapter 2: Methods and Results
The intent of this study is to understand ELL students' perceptions about their
placement, whether they are placed in ELL classes or in mainstream ones, and to further
explore whether either learning environment affects students' motivation, self-esteem,
and/or anxiety. In order to examine whether the writing program structure affects
students' perspectives, I conducted the study in both a two-year college (MCC) and a
four-year college (DSU). A mixed-methods approach was employed, in which I
interviewed MCC' s Director of ESL Composition and DSU' s Director of Composition,
ran focus groups with MCC and DSU students, and conducted a survey of students
enrolled at both colleges. Both focus groups and surveys were conducted to get students'
perspectives on their placement and its effect on their motivation to learn English, anxiety
in the classroom, and confidence about their writing.

In the first section, I will discuss my research methods and results, and in the
following section I will discuss my research implications and how my results fit in with
similar studies in the field.

Methods
I sent the IRB form to the Institutional Review Board Offices at DSU and MCC,
and I received approvals shortly after. Student recruitment was the next step. The plan
was to aim for a minimum of six students in each school in order to gather a range of
perceptions that would allow me to trace some commonalities or similar mindsets in
students' perceptions on their placement. My goal was not to reach one right answer,
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which might not exist, but rather to get a sense of the way a self-selected group of ELL
students feel about their placement. Not only was I looking for some pattern of students'
reactions to their placement decisions, but also for how such decisions can shape student
motivation, self-esteem, and anxiety in the writing classroom.

Interviewing the Director of ESL Composition at MCC

At MCC, I met twice with Dr. Sam, 1 the Director of ESL Composition. My first
meeting with her was in the beginning of the spring 2014 semester and was rather
informal. I initially introduced myself and my research to her via email. During our first
informal meeting, we discussed various topics: placement at MCC, the writing courses
offered there, her current and former ESL Writing (pseudonym) classes, and her
experiences with ELL student reactions to placement decisions. When I expressed my
desire to observe her current class as a way of getting to know her students and
familiarizing myself with her classroom dynamics, Dr. Sam preferred to postpone such
introductions until students got to know one another and she got them established as a
community. That was why we decided to meet in two weeks during her office hours and
then observe her ESL Writing class right after. During those two weeks, Dr. Sam and I
exchanged a few emails in which she related to me her personal experience teaching
ELLs and the process of gaining the position of Director of ESL Composition. In
addition, I made sure to attach my thesis prospectus to one of our email exchanges so that
she could get a better perspective of my study.

All participants in this study were referred to by pseudonyms. All participants selected their own
pseudonyms except for one.

1
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On the scheduled day, and before I started my formal interview with Dr. Sam, I
provided her with a copy of my IRB approval letter for her own record and gave her time
to read the consent form and sign it before I started voice recording our interaction. The
interview lasted for about thirty minutes, during which I asked her questions about the
placement process at MCC and its complications. I also inquired about her personal
experiences in ESL Writing classes, whether any inferences of students' perceptions
about placement could be drawn from

t~ose

experiences, and how such perspectives

might have influenced students' motivation, self-esteem, or anxiety in the writing
classroom. Full interview transcript is included in Appendix A attached.

Observing an ESL Writing Class at MCC

During the fourth week of the spring semester, I observed one session of her ESL
Writing (pseudonym) class. The class had 17 students and lasted for 120 minutes. During
the class session I observed, students were divided into 5 groups in order to work on a
Picture essay, which was a collaborative assignment. The purpose of the assignment was
for each group to choose a nutritional problem they face as students in America and find
possible solutions of it. Some groups were negotiating different ways to narrow down
their topics ; others were brainstorming ideas they were planning to use in their Picture
essay, which was required in the form of a slideshow instead of an essay. During this
class period, I engaged as a participant-observer, walking around the room and offering
students help on their writing. At the end of the class, students had the opportunity to sign
consent forms to participate in the focus group; several students elected to take the
consent forms home so they would carefully read them before making a decision.
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The following week, I had my second observation at MCC. During this class
period, students were still working on the Picture essay and outlining their ideas for each
slide. Again, I had the role of a participant-observer, helping students with their writing.
At the end of the class period, I met with the participating students at the nearest study
area.

Conducting a Focus Group at MCC

A total of four students from MCC agreed to participate in my study: three males
and a female: Ramzy, T. H., Mo, and Kajalaho (all pseudonyms). Ramzy (26 years old) is
from Colombia, T. H. (24 years old) is from South Korea, Mo (20 years old) is from
Jordan, and Kajalaho (30) is from Iran.
Kajalaho, the only female participant from MCC, chose to participate via email.
Kajalaho and I also decided on a follow-up chat if the need arose. To get an idea about
her demography, I emailed her questions about her background such as: Where are you
from? When did you start learning English? How long have you been in the United
States? Are you planning to stay in the United States? In addition, I directed similar
questions to the three students who made it to the focus group. Full transcript of
Kajalaho's responses is included in Appendix A.
At the study area, I conducted the focus group with three students: Ramzy, T. H.,
and Mo. I recorded our conversation, which I chose to begin with a brief introduction of
myself and when and how I started my English acquisition, specifically writing.
Similarly, each student introduced themselves with a brief account of when and how their
English acquisition started. Including myself in the conversation may have given our talk
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a less formal feel. Moreover, my identity as a nonnative speaker who relates to the
difficulties they face may have evoked a sense of solidarity among the group.
The questions I asked during the focus group were directly relevant to my study
and the questions on the survey. For example, I inquired about their feelings being placed
in an ELL writing class, how an ELL learning environment affected their motivation,
self-esteem, and anxiety, and how such a class differs from the rest of their classes where
they are mainstreamed with native speakers. Throughout the focus group, I tended to
simplify terms such as: mainstreamed, motivation, self-esteem, and anxiety, and used
layman terms instead. For instance, I used "being placed with native speakers" instead of
"mainstreamed," "excited and enthusiastic" instead of "motivated," "feel more confident"
instead of "promotes self-esteem," and "nervous" instead of "anxious." I chose layman
terms for clarity and an effective communication in which all parties share the same
understanding of terms. The focus group lasted for almost 30 minutes (full transcript in
Appendix A).

Conducting a Survey at MCC

After the focus group, I handed out the surveys for the students to fill out.
Because all my participants were nonnative speakers and because some learners might be
more comfortable with writing than speaking, I chose for my survey questions to adhere
to the same topics discussed during the focus group. This provides students with two
different modes (speaking and writing) through which they can respond and react. There
was no expectation of students reacting drastically different on the survey from the way
they did during the focus group.
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My survey consisted of thirteen questions: eleven items were on a six-point Likert
scale, and two were yes/no questions. I created a six-point Likert scale instead of a fivepoint scale in order to compel students to adopt an opinion and to avoid the typical, mild
third point choice. The six-point scale usually tends to encourage students to take a
position. Students chose one if they strongly agreed; six if they strongly disagreed.
Because I have four participants from MCC responding to a six-point scale, each Likert
item will have a minimum mean of 1 (strongly agree) and a maximum of 6 (strongly
disagree). Because only one student participated from DSU, no mean was calculated.
For the sake of simplifying potentially difficult terminology, I explained the word
"stigmatized" in the first question of my survey as "looked down upon and seen in a
negative way. " In addition, I clarified that they were expected to circle only one number
(1 being strongly agree; 6 strongly disagree) on each question of the survey, and that they

were welcome to add a comment if they thought their responses needed clarification. A
copy of the survey is included in Appendix A.

Interviewing the Director of Composition at DSU

At DSU, I scheduled an interview with the Director of Composition, Dr. Turner
(pseudonym) to inquire about the placement process of ELLs into writing classes.
Because of his familiarity with my study, no introduction was provided. After handing
him the consent form to sign, I started recording our conversation, which was mainly
about the placement process of ELL students into college composition courses with
native speakers. The rest of the questions were about his experiences, as a composition
instructor, with ELLs in the classroom, and whether through such experiences he was
able to infer ELL students' feelings or reactions to their placement with native speakers.
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In addition, I asked him whether such placement decisions affected ELLs' motivation
and/or anxiety in the writing classroom. The interview lasted for almost 20 minutes (full
transcript in Appendix B).

Student Interview at DSU

The original plan was to recruit six ELL students at DSU, so I would gather a
range of ELL students' perceptions about their placement in First-Year Composition
(pseudonym) classes. However, the recruitment process was not successful because of
difficulty reaching out to a population that is widely scattered among and has minimal
presence in college composition classrooms at DSU. In order to reach out to ELLs, I
created an invitation email with a synopsis of my study and my personal contacts. I
sought the help of the director of the Office of International Students and Scholars (OISS)
to forward my invitation email to the entire listserv of ELL freshmen, who are potentially
enrolled in First-Year Composition. Massive emails were also sent by the Director of
Composition to the entire First-Year Composition instructors' listserv urging them to
forward my invitation email to their nonnative speaking students. Despite these attempts
to reach out to ELLs at DSU, no responses were received. This stage of student
recruitment was doomed to fail until Mary (pseudonym), a student from the First-Year
Composition class I was teaching that spring, showed her interest in my study and her
willingness to be part of it during week seven of the semester. I chose a student from
First-Year Composition as it is an equivalent course to ESL Writing.
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Demographics at DSU

Mary (19 years) is an ELL student from Bulgaria. She is a freshman at DSU and a
student-athlete in tennis. Her first language is Bulgarian. Learning English started when
she was six and continued throughout grade school; however, it was taught only as a
foreign language in her school. She is quite a fluent speaker and has an advanced
command of written English. In addition, she studied German in Vienna for a year. Then
she went to Germany for a year and studied in English. She considers the past two years
to be her most advanced years of learning English.
Because Mary was my own student, I asked a fellow graduate assistant, Finn
(pseudonym), to conduct the interview on my behalf. I explained to Finn what my study
is about and gave him a list of questions to ask Mary. The questions were about when and
how she developed her English language acquisition, her perception about being placed
with native speakers, and whether that placement decision influenced her motivation,
self-esteem, or anxiety in the writing classroom. Finn's interview with Mary lasted
around 20 minutes, which I later transcribed (full transcript in Appendix B).
Survey at DSU

Mary completed the survey via email. The questions on the survey were adapted
from the ones given to the MCC students with minimal changes in wording to fit her
mainstreamed situation. A copy of the survey is included in Appendix B.

Results
Overall, there seemed to be a division among ELL students about their placement
preferences, whether they felt more comfortable in an ESL setting or in a mainstreamed
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classroom. In all but one case, the findings correlated with where ELL students were
placed.
I will, first, discuss ELL students' thoughts on placement and then explore
potential reasons for them preferring one placement to the other.

Ells' Thoughts on Placement

All participants from both MCC and DSU were satisfied with their placement,
except for Ramzy, who wished he had been placed in a mainstream classroom. Similarly,
Dr. Sam, the Director of ESL Composition at MCC, contended that most students like
being placed in ESL Writing classes and are very happy about the placement decision.
For instance, none of MCC students reported a feeling of stigma because of their
placement in an ESL classroom. The question, "When I was taking ESL Writing, I felt
stigmatized and different because I was placed in a separate writing classroom from
native speakers" received a mean of 5.25. Two MCC students strongly disagreed,
choosing sixes, one student chose a five, and the fourth chose a four (See Table 1). One
of the students, Kajalaho, who chose a six (strongly disagree) added the following
comment:
By placing in ESL Writing (pseudonym), on one hand, I felt comfortable because
of being with other international students who can anticipate and talk to me in our
class discussions. In other [words], I felt fit in [an ESL] class. Moreover, based on
my experiences with native speakers, I have tried a lot to interact and
communicate with them but they are not interested and it has made me upset. That
is why I think that is a good idea that authorities [have] separated ESL Writing
(pseudonym) from First-Year Composition (pseudonym).
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In other words, Kajalaho's feeling of being ostracized in mainstream classes was
contrasted to her sense of solidarity in the ESL classroom. Contrastingly, at DSU, Mary
chose a two in response to the same question (See Table 1) and added the comment:
"only at the beginning when I was still adjusting." This means that Mary's uncomfortable
feelings were only temporary, and her overall reaction to her placement with native
speakers was positive
Table 1

Comparison of ELLs' Feeling of Stigma at M CC (clear) v. DS U (grayscale)
Agree
Likert Scale Items

1

Disagree
2

3

4

6

• • ••

When I was taking ESL Writing, I felt stigmatized and different
because I was placed in a separate writing classroom from native
speakers
When I was taking First-Year Composition, I felt stigmatized and

5

•

different because I was placed in the same writing classroom with
native speakers

On the other hand, some ELLs expressed resentment of their placement in ESL
classrooms because they identified themselves as Americans, and some ELLs wished for
the challenge that a mainstream classroom offered. But, most ELL learners enjoy their
experience in the ESL Writing classrooms.
Dr. Sam noticed that ELL students' resentment of their placement in ESL Writing
classrooms was sometimes a silent resentment-usually when ELLs think "they are
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Americans" because they have done some schooling in the United States. However, Dr.
Sam usually picks up on their resentment from their attitude. For instance, she stated that
she once had "a few [ELL students], who had done high school [in the United States],
who answered their phones in class, put their heads down and fall asleep, walk out the
door to take phone calls, didn't do the work, talked back, popped gum in class." Overall,
Dr. Sam claimed that the vast majority of students are quite content with the ESL
placement.
That positive reaction to placement in an ESL Writing class was found in
Kajalaho's responses and overall reactions as she confirmed her satisfaction with her
placement in an ESL classroom because she learned a lot of writing conventions with
which she was not familiar before taking the class. She contended that she learned about
writing in that classroom through her teacher's feedback on her writing.
Some ELL students had initial resentment about their placement in ESL
classrooms. At first, Kajalaho would have chosen to skip the ESL Writing classes, if she
had had a choice. However, she was eventually quite satisfied with the courses as she
realized that what she learned in those classes will help her in her future academic life.
Similarly, Mo had an initial resentment to being placed in the ESL Basic Writing
(pseudonym) class because he perceived his scores to be high on the placement test and
assumed he would be placed with native speakers. However, because of the difficulties
communicating with native speakers, he realized that being "placed in ESL [Basic
Writing] is better to improve [his] English." T. H. also agreed that an ESL class is better.
Contrastingly, for some ELL students, the resentment about being placed in ESL
classrooms was not temporary. Ramzy, who has passion for the English language and is
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intrinsically motivated to learn it, was the only MCC student who wished he were placed
with native speakers. He pointed out that placement in the mainstream classroom depends
on one's "language proficiency." He emphasized the importance of knowing "more
expressions" and "slang" in order to be able to communicate "easily or easier" with
native speakers. He added that if one has only grammatical knowledge, "it's really hard
because sometimes [native speakers] just don't understand [nonnative speakers]."
That split in opinion about the ESL Writing class was clear in students' response
to the Likert item, "I would recommend ESL Writing to future students who speak
English as a second language." Overall, the responses had a mean of 2.25. Three students
(Kajalaho, Mo, and T. H.) chose a one, while only Ramzy chose a six (See Table 2).
There is an obvious divide in opinion here; however, all answers were congruent with
those of the Likert item "Now, at the end of the semester, I.am glad I took this course." In
other words, Kajalaho, Mo, and T. H. were content to have taken the class; whereas,
Ramzy was quite unsatisfied. At DSU, Mary chose to strongly recommend the course
(See Table 2), which, again, was congruent with her answer to the Likert item, "Now, at
the end of the semester, I am glad I took this course."
Table 2

'

Comparison of Ells' Recommendation of the Course at MCC (clear) v. DSU (grayscale)
Agree
Likert Scale Items

1

I would recommend ESL Writing to future students who speak

••

English as a second language

•

Disagree
2

3

4

5

6

•
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I would recommend First-Year Composition to future students who

•

speak English as a second language

I believe that learners of English as a second language should be
placed in separate writing classes from native speakers of English

I believe that learners of English as a second language should be

•• •
•

•

placed in the same writing classes with native speakers of English

However, ELLs' resentful reactions were sometimes due to them wanting a
challenge the ELL classroom does not seem to offer. For example, Dr. Sam stated that
she "occasionally" gets a student who says "I wish I were with native speakers" and
explained their reaction saying that "[they] want to challenge [themselves] to be with
native speakers." That want for a challenge was evident in Ramzy's final comment on the
survey, where he stated that "[a]lthough it is somehow easier to keep up with contents [in
the ESL Writing class], it really doesn't challenge [him] to improve [his] English."
Ramzy was the only MCC participant who wished to have been placed in the mainstream
writing classroom. Similarly, Mary-because she was placed with native speakers at
DSU-enjoyed the challenge such environment offers.
ELL students' perceptions about the writing courses they were placed in were
evident in their responses to the final Likert scale item, "I believe that learners of English
as a second language should be placed in separate writing classes from native speakers of
English." The MCC students unanimously agreed on the ELL separation from native
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speakers (mean= 1.25). All Kajalaho, Mo, and, interestingly enough, Ramzy chose ones,
and T. H. chose a two (See Table 3). The question was adapted to the DSU student: "I
believe that learners of English as a second language should be placed in the same
writing classes with native speakers of English." Mary strongly believed in the placement
of ELLs in the same writing classes with native speakers "only if [ELLs] have a certain
[proficiency] level of the language. And certainly not if they don't feel comfortable doing
that."
Table 3

Comparison of ELLs' Reactions to Placement at MCC (clear) v. DSU (grayscale)
Agree

Disagree

Likert Scale Items

1

I believe that learners of English as a second language should be

•• •

placed in separate writing classes from native speakers of English

•

I believe that learners of English as a second language should be

•

2

3

4

placed in the same writing classes with native speakers of English

Mary enjoyed being placed in a writing class with native speakers because it
helped her learn. She said, "I don't just learn the core of English ... I have been studying
English for like five years. So I think I already know, kind of know, the core. So now I
want to know more like advanced study." She elaborated, saying that:
Just everything is said in English, explained in English and this gives me more of
an idea how it will be said here cause [sic], for example, how international

5

6
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students speak English is much different than how Americans speak English. So if
I'm gonna study and work in America, then probably I'm gonna say it like this
too [sic].
Because Mary is the only Bulgarian at DSU, she feels that it encourages her to speak
English all the time. And, the more she speaks English, "the more it comes naturally."
She also emphasized how much she learns from her teachers and friends as she has to
infer the meaning and usage of the words they use from the context without even
knowing the exact Bulgarian translation of those words. Through Mary's reactions, it was
evident that she was both intrinsically and instrumentally motivated to learn English. She
has a passion for the English language, and she seeks full integration into the American
culture.
Mary thought that if she were placed with nonnative speakers, she would have
been treated like one, especially when it came to her writing being evaluated. When Mary
was asked a hypothetical question of her being placed with nonnative speakers, she
responded that it would not bother her; it might only boost her grades. She elaborated
saymg:
The only thing is that if I was placed with international students, my papers would
be looked at as an international student. I might get an A, then. And then for the
same paper, I might get a C in an American class as everyone else is supposed to
know English much better than me. I think that's the only thing. But other than
that [sic]. That means that if I get an A in an American class, then my English is
even better.
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It was obvious that Mary perceived her placement with native speakers as a challenge for
her to improve her English as she competed with students whose English proficiency is
likely to be higher than hers.
However, not all ELL learners consider the mainstream placement option as a
challenge. Kajalaho-despite her passion for the English language-perceived her
hypothetical placement with native speakers as a total disappointment as her instructor
would have been expecting her writing to be as good as a native speaker. She felt the ESL
Writing class was a better option for her "because if [she were] in FreshmanComposition, an instructor would expect and treat [her] like natives. In that case [she]
could be completely disappointment [sic]."

Reasons for Students' Preference of One Placement Option over the Other:

1. Previous Experiences with English Instructors

The students in my study may have felt this way about their placement because they
perceived their past experiences with English instruction to have been mainly focusing on
grammar and vocabulary rather than on communication.
For instance, Kajalaho highly valued being taught by a native speaking teacher
and perceived the materials her instructor taught her as "valuable." She also
acknowledged that ELL learners might not initially like being placed in an ESL Writing
class; however, she was definite that they would eventually realize the worth of the
materials taught-especially in comparison to their English education in their home
countries.
A couple of MCC students expressed their dissatisfaction with the way they have
been taught English in their homelands and the teachers who taught them. For instance,
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Kajalaho described her English instruction in Iran to be mainly focusing on learning "the
alphabet, greeting conversations, grammar, and vocabulary." She added that the
educational system is quite the same at college level, and "Even after graduation from
university, we could not learn much. Or even communicate [sic]."
Kajalaho had to take English classes, after graduation with a bachelor's, at some
English institutes in order to improve her English. She also bought various books and
studied on her own until she took the TOEFL and was able to join MCC as a full-time
student.
Similarly, Mo was unhappy with the nonnative speaking teachers he had in
Jordan. He said, "But the teachers [are] not that good because most teachers speak like
me right now. I mostly learned English from video games." Mo elaborated saying:
because [my nonnative speaking instructors] simply didn't communicate with native
speakers. They just learned in Jordan. They talk in accent. Well, maybe they just know,
maybe, grammar. Just grammar [sic]. That is not enough to teach English. So I had
problems [understanding native speakers] when I [came to the United States]. Mo added
that it would have been much better for him if his teachers in Jordan had been native
speakers. If he had been interacting with native speakers in the English classroom in
Jordan, he would not have had an accent and he would have been abler to understand
native speakers in the United States.
Similarly, Mary was not content with learning merely "the core of English," and
she wanted to learn "more advanced" English. Writing was clearly not given much
weight in Bulgaria as writing conventions that most native speakers are familiar with,
such as paragraphing and thesis statements, were not taught.
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These negative, unsatisfactory previous experiences with English instructors
might have influenced ELLs' perceptions about their placement whether it was in a
separate classroom or a mainstream one.
2. Native Speakers' Reactions to Nonnative Speakers

In ESL classrooms, some ELLs identify themselves as American after having

done their high school education in the U.S, and, unfortunately, those students take on
some negative attitudes from their American peers. For example, at MCC, Dr. Sam
shared her experiences with nonnative speakers who adopted some of the negative
attitudes from their American peers in high school. Those negative attitudes, such as
"answer[ing] their phones in class, put[ting] their heads down and fall[ing] asleep,
walk[ing] out the door to take phone calls, [not doing] the work, talk[ing] back, [and]
pop[ping] gum in class" bothered their ELL peers at MCC. Two Chinese students
complained to Dr. Sam, saying that "the ESL class [was] not working well because of
[students with negative attitudes]." Dr. Sam elaborated that ELL students tend to like
being in a classroom among "respectful people who are in it to learn."
In the ESL classroom, the only interaction with a native speaker is, of course,

with the instructor; however, in mainstream classrooms, some ELL students perceived
less opportunity to practice English with native speakers. A few of the students at MCC
noted that native speakers tend to be unfriendly towards ELL students and ostracize them.
For instance, Kajalaho bitterly stated:
Even if I am [in the United States] I do not have native friends, and it is not just
me. My other international [friends] have the same situation like what I have [sic].
We tried a lot to make American friends to help [with] our speaking and improve
our English, but they are not interested. We need to talk in English, and the one
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class that we are satisfied with is just ESL Writing [where] we can interact with
each other
Because native speakers avoided her, Kajalaho resorted to speaking English with her
peers in the ESL class and using YouTube videos to teach herself idioms, phrasal verbs,
and proverbs that should help her better understand movies and people around her.
Mo had a similar experience as he was regarded as "a boring guy" when he could
not understand American jokes. Ramzy related to Mo's feelings of being marginalized as
the former barely had a chance to interact with his native speaking peers before or during
class unless they had to work with him on a group activity.
In addition, Mo expressed his struggles communicating with native speakers

saying, "No, they are patient, but then they don't start to communicate with you because
you always don't understand them. They understand [me], but I can't understand their
accent because of the accent." This means that even when nonnative students get a
chance to interact with native speakers, the formers' competencies of listening
comprehension do not allow for meaningful communication to occur.
Contrastingly, Mary had nothing but pleasant experiences interacting with native
speakers. She noted that Americans' reactions towards her and her accent were nothing
but pleasant. They would ask her, "Where are you from? What's that accent?" which only
bothered her initially because she thought that they perceived her accent to be bad. But
once she realized that native speakers only found her accent "interesting," their questions
did not bother her anymore.
It is worth noting that ELL students' presence in mainstream classrooms helps

native speakers as much as it helps nonnative speakers; however, xenophobic reactions in
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the classroom are hard to account for. At DSU, Dr. Turner pointed out that he always
likes the nonnative speakers' presence in his classroom as it provides a different
perspective on issues, especially with the American "mosaic, multicultural society,"
which emphasizes the importance of knowing about different cultures outside and within
America. He stated that ELL students' presence helps American students see things from
a different angle. For example, he once had a student from Romania, and her mentioning
that the drinking age in her country is sixteen was an eye-opener for the rest of the
students. Dr. Turner noted that the only issue he sees sometimes is xenophobic students,
"who shy away from ELL learners." He added that such reactions are "hard to account
for and "it really depends on [a teacher's] section and the open-mindedness of individual
students."

3. Motivation, Anxiety, and Confidence in the ELL Classrooms versus Mainstream
Classrooms

Students' feelings of motivation, anxiety, and confidence seemed to depend on a
variety of factors. At MCC, all students except for T. H. felt comfortable about their
writing and participating in classroom discussions. However, T. H. was the only MCC
student who expressed motivation by an A grade on the course. Grades motivated Mary
too; yet, her motivation was driven by the challenge of being placed with native speakers.
On the other hand, Mo and Ramzy did not feel that being placed with nonnative speakers
motivated them as that classroom environment did not provide them with the required
threshold for them to improve their English competency. Kajalaho, however, felt quite
motivated and comfortable being with ELL students with whom she shared similar
language struggles. Kajalaho did not have confidence as a writer; however, that lack of
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confidence was not induced by her placement with nonnative speakers-rather by her
unfamiliarity with American writing conventions. Only Mo and T. H. felt confident as
writers because of their placement with nonnative speakers; whereas, Ramzy and
Kajalaho did not-for different reasons. Mary, on the other hand, did not feel confident
as a writer or comfortable about participating in classroom discussions; yet, competing
with native speaking writers was still a motivation for her to improve her writing and
overcome her initial anxieties in the classroom.
For some ELL students, the ELL writing classroom provides them with an easier
access to membership in the discourse community at hand. For instance, at MCC, Mo
said that he always participates in classroom discussions in the ESL Writing class.
However, he added that in his mainstream classes, it was easier for him to participate in
scientific classes, such as Chemistry or Biology, rather than Sociology. He elaborated
saying, "I never answer anything in [the Sociology class] because it's hard to talk about
Sociology with native speakers in English. But in Chemistry, [I] just talk in scientific
terms. It's easier. Depending on the class [sic]." Mo found it easier to talk in classes
where he was using scientific terms than in classes where he was talking about his own
life. For Mo, whose English competency is not high, it might have been easier to be part
of a science discourse community as he is on an equal footing with his native speaking
peers regarding the familiarity with the new scientific terms; whereas, it might have been
difficult for him to join the sociology discourse community whose terminology native
speakers are likely to be familiar with.

In addition, Mo mentioned that being in a writing class with nonnative speakers
does not motivate him to learn English; however, being placed in a class with native
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speakers does. Ramzy concurred saying that accuracy of expression is never a priority
when communicating with nonnative speakers. Even if his English competency is not
high, his nonnative peers will understand him as they probably have similar issues.
"There is no pressure," he said, "if the other person catch[es] [my mistakes], maybe he
will tell [me] or not. But if not, it doesn't matter." The lack of pressure in the ESL
classroom was problematic for Ramzy as it does not push him to speak more precisely or
improve his English.
As for T. H., he gained his motivation from setting himself the goal of joining a
four-year college, which requires him to earn an A in the ESL Writing class. He said that
most international students do have the same goal and that motivates them. Thus, T.H.
was motivated by the grade-rather than by the ESL classroom environment.
For some ELLs, First-Year Composition classes are anxiety-inducing because of
the expectation to write like native speakers. For example, Kajalaho, when asked about
whether she was anxious in the ESL Writing class, she responded negatively. She added
that "a new style of writing" does, however, make her anxious. That is why she felt the
ESL Writing is a better option for her "because if [she] was in [First- Year Composition],
an instructor would expect and treat [her] like natives. In that case [she] could be
completely disappointment [sic]."
On the other hand, some nonnative speakers feel motivated to be in a writing
classroom with native speakers because the situation requires them to put more effort. For
instance, Mary contended that Americans could write better papers than her even if they
were not putting as much effort as she did and that motivated her. Being in the First-Year
Composition class made her more motivated "because [she knew] that if [she got] an A,
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that mean[t] that [she had] done really [well] and that [she had been] on the level of
English native speakers. So that motivate[d] her." In other words, while competing with
native speaking writers in class was seen by Kajalaho as "a disappointment", it was
perceived by Mary as source of motivation. On the other hand, Dr. Turner stated that he
did not think his former ELL students were more motivated by being mainstreamed.
Mary added that the educational context affects her motivation. Being with native
speakers in the classroom motivated her more than being with nonnative speakers. She
stated that when she was taking a TOEFL class with nonnative speakers, she had the
drive to learn as everyone "wanted to be the best." She then compared that situation to
when she moved to the United States:
But then when you actually come here, even if you were the best one in that class,
you come to a country where their native language is English, then you realize
that you weren't that good when you compare yourself to actual native speakers.
You' re not [at] their level. And that motivates you [on] a higher level to get to
their level.
Mary was not trying to improve her English as a second language anymore-she was
improving it "almost like a first language."

In response to the Likert scale item, "Because I was placed in ESL Writing, I felt

motivated to learn as all my peers are nonnative speakers of English," two students
(Rarnzy and T. H.) chose twos, Kajalaho chose a one, and Mo chose a three (See Table
4). In other words, one student felt quite motivated to learn, two were motivated, and one
partially agreed (mean= 2). Similarly, Mary chose a one, implying she felt quite
motivated being with native speakers in the classroom.
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Table 4
ELLs ' Motivation to learn in MCC (clear) v. DSU (grayscale)
Agree
Likert Scale Items
Because I was placed in ESL Writing, I felt motivated to learn as all

1

Disagree
2

3

4

• •• •

my peers are nonnative speakers of English

Because I was placed in First-Year Composition, I felt motivated to

•

learn as all my peers are nonnative speakers of English

Moreover, Mary expressed her anxiety to speak in class, which is not part of her
nature. Even if she knew the answer to the question, she would avoid answering so she
would not embarrass herself. She believed that "everybody [knew] much better English
than [herself]." Mary's sense of anxiety disappeared in time just as when she first came
to the United States and was insecure about her accent until she "realized that people just
[sic] were fine with [it]."
In response to the Likert scale item, "When I was taking ESL Writing, I felt

anxious about my writing and participating in classroom discussions," two (Kajalaho and
Mo) chose sixes, one (Ramzy) chose a five, and one (T. H.) chose a two (See Table 5).
This is a mean of 4.75. T. H. seemed to be the most anxious about his writing and
participating in class discussions; whereas, Kajalaho, who chose a six, felt so comfortable
being in a class with students who were at the same level of competency as herself. The

5

6
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fact that she could make mistakes while speaking in class without having to worry about
embarrassing herself made her more confident to speak up. She commented:
If as an international student I make a mistake while I am talking, both teacher

and classmates will understand me and I do not feel embarrassed. So this really
helped me to get more confidence and get less stress [sic].
On the other hand, Mary chose a four on the corresponding question (See Table 5). This
means she was closer to "strongly disagree" than "strongly agree."

In response to the fifth Likert item, "When I was taking ESL Writing, I felt
comfortable about my writing and participating in classroom discussions," all three MCC
students strongly agreed by choosing ones; whereas, one student (Ramzy) strongly
disagreed by choosing a six (See Table 5). The mean value for this item was 2.25. Thus,
all three MCC students felt comfortable in the classroom, except for Ramzy, who felt
quite the opposite. At DSU, Mary chose a five on the corresponding question. This means
she felt uncomfortable about her writing and taking part in classroom discussions.
Table 5

ELLs' Anxiety about their Writing and Participating in Discussions in MCC (clear) v. DSU
(grayscale)
Agree
Likert Scale Items
When I was taking ESL Writing, I felt anxious about my writing and
participating in classroom discussions

1

Disagree
2

•

3

4

5

6

• ••
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•

When I was taking First-Year Composition, I felt anxious about my
writing and participating in classroom discussions

Because I was placed in ESL Writing, I felt comfortable about my

••

writing and participating in classroom discussions

•

Because I was placed in First-Year Composition, I felt comfortable
about my writing and participating in classroom discussions

In response to the third Likert item, "Because I was placed into ESL Writing, I

felt confident and less anxious as a writer," two (Kajalaho and Mo) chose ones, one (T.
H.) chose a two, and one (Ramzy) chose a four (See Table 6). This means, Kajalaho and
Mo felt quite confident as writers, T. H. felt confident, and Ramzy partially disagreed as
he chose a four. Mary, also, disagreed by choosing a five.
In response to the sixth Likert item, "Because I was placed into ESL Writing, I

felt confident as a writer," two (T. H. and Ramzy) chose twos, one (Mo) chose a one,
while Kajalaho chose a six (mean= 2.75). This implied a split in opinions as three MCC
students (T. H., Ramzy, and Mo) felt confident as writers as a result of their placement;
whereas, only Kajalaho felt quite unconfident (See Table 6).

•

•
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Table 6
ELLs' Confidence as Writers in MCC (clear) v. DSU (grayscale)

Agree
Likert Scale Items
Because I was placed in ESL Writing, I felt confident and less

1

Disagree
2

3

•• •

4

5

6

•

anxious as a writer

•

Because I was placed in First-Year Composition, I felt confident and
less anxious as a writer

Because I was placed into ESL Writing, I felt confident as a writer

I

• ••

Because I was placed into First-Year Composition, I felt confident
as a writer

Kajalaho's lack of confidence that was evident in her response to the last item
contradicted her response to the previous item in which she showed no anxiety
whatsoever. Kajalaho elaborated on her choice by commenting:
Actually, before getting to know the subjects that instructors [taught] me, I felt
that my writing is good so I do not need to be [worried], but with getting [sic] in
class and having different type of essays, then I figured out that I was mistaken.
[E]ven the instructors rejected the way of writing [an] essay that me and other

•

•

I
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students had learned in our homeland [in preparation] for taking [the] TOEFL
exam (I mean, writing an essay with providing three major reasons and then
deal[ing] with each of these reasons in [a] separate paragraph). But, it eventually
helped me to understand the right way of writing.
Thus, Kajalaho's comment implied that her choice was based on what she learned about
writing in that classroom rather than the placement decision in its own right. Mary, on the
other hand, gave a consistent response to this item and the previous one: she chose a five,
which implied her lack of confidence as a result of her placement with native speakers in
the writing classroom.

4. Increased Sense of Solidarity and Opportunities for Communication among ELLs

Another reason that might have influenced students' reactions to placement is
their ability to easily communicate with their peer nonnative speakers, which,
consequently, creates a sense of solidarity among them. For example, Ramzy experienced
a sense of solidarity with his nonnative peers. He highlighted his feelings through
drawing a comparison between his experience in the ELL classroom and that in the
mainstream one. He explained:
It is really different than when you study with some other international people.

Why? Because you can feel how it is a lot easier for you to get along with the
people that are international. There is kinda [sic] sense that [nonnative speakers]
are more open-minded to you as they are living exactly the same situation as you.
They are in a very different country, very different place, different food, different
people, different everything [sic]. So [they] kinda [sic] connect easier. When you
go to study with native people, it's just the class. [When] you go to [a
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mainstream] class, you don' t really talk that much unless you're having a working
group or something. So, that kind of [sic] goes in the middle of your process to
learn the language or to try to be a native speaker because you don't get that
opportunity to talk with native speakers.
Ramzy' s sense of solidarity towards nonnative speakers was evident in his
comment as he felt more comfortable around them than around native speakers who, he
noticed, were aloof unless assigned to work on a group activity with him. In addition, Mo
related to Ramzy' s feelings of being marginalized in mainstream classrooms and added
that such feelings were especially more prominent when a group of native speakers had
known each other since high school and, hence, performed as a group. Mo stated, "All
[ELL] students share the same problem. But in other classes you're the only one and
sometimes [native speakers] all come from the same high school so they are already
grouped together."lt is clear in Mo's comments that he did not feel any sense of
belonging towards his native speaking peers.
Dr. Sam was aware of ELL students' preference for the ELL environment and
noted that ELLs tend to feel more comfortable speaking and writing with their nonnative
speaking peers "for a variety of reasons: They think the teachers understand them, [and]
they feel comfortable speaking up and writing with nonnative speakers." She often hears
ELLs saying, "It' s more comfortable here. We can talk in here."
At MCC, all students agreed that they learn from one another. For example,
Ramzy stated that "some more international students are better in getting faster everyday
expressions. So every time I hear [an everyday expression], [and] if I don't understand
[it], I ask, 'What are you saying? What do you mean?' [My ELL peers] tell me people
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here ... say that to me .... I'm like 'okay. I'm gonna [sic] learn it."' Kajalaho also agreed
and shared her experience learning from her ELL peers while working on writing
assignments:
We had to read one another essay[s] and [explore] their writing style [and notice
their use] of vocabulary and grammar in ... new ways. Correcting their grammar,
vocabulary, and, maybe, typos [sic]. To me it was interesting because I felt like an
instructor and by observing the mistakes I could improve my focus about my
writing as well [sic]. And by sharing and discussing with them, understanding the
assignment became easier for me. Interacting with peers during the assignment is
very helpful.
At DSU, Dr. Turner also emphasized the importance of collaboration for any
student. He stated that collaboration is as important between native and nonnative
speakers in his classroom. However, he had a word of advice for teachers:
I think you have to be careful who you're gonna [sic] group them with. Kinda as
it goes back with individual attitudes [sic]. So I think as a general rule, which
always has holes in it, I think you know some ELL learners might be reticent to
talk. So, a small group work might offer them the opportunity to talk more often.
They can ask questions. Cause it is scary to ask questions or to talk just even if
you' re introverted [sic]. So, there are all kind of factors in there. And that's not
saying ELL learners are introverted, but that's just an example from the general
population.
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Dr. Turner also emphasized how an ESL program, which DSU does not have, can offer a
"community" for students. This relates back to the notion of solidarity that Dr. Sam and
all students at MCC seemed to value.

5. Perceptions about the Course

ELLs were divided with their opinions about the difficulty of the ESL Writing
course materials and assignments. In response to the Likert item, "I feel that the course
materials and assignments in ESL Writing were more challenging than they should have
been," two (Kajalaho and Mo) strongly disagreed by choosing sixes, one (T. H.) agreed
by choosing a two, and one (Ramzy) strongly agreed by choosing a one (See Table 7).
The mean of this item was 3.75. In other words, students' opinions were split up almost
in half. On the other hand, Mary chose a four, which showed her hesitancy; however, her
response put her more on the disagreeing side than the agreeing one. In other words, she
might have found the course materials and assignments a little challenging.
All MCC and DSU students were glad to have taken the course except for Ramzy.
In response to the Likert item, "Now, at the end of the semester, I am glad I took this

course," two students (Mo and Kajalaho) chose ones (strongly agree), T. H. chose a two,
and Ramzy chose a five (See Table 7), giving this item a mean of 2.25. In other words, T.
H. , who chose to be in the ELL class, was content with the course; whereas, Ramzy, who
expressed his wish to have been placed with native speakers, was not content with the
course. At DSU; however, Mary was quite content with the course as she chose a one for
her response to the corresponding question.
MCC students were divided with their opinions about the course helping them
prepare for other academic courses. In response to the Likert item, "I think that ESL
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Writing helped me prepare for other academic courses," Kajalaho, of course, strongly
agreed giving the item a one, T. H., who chose to be in the ELL class, chose a two,
Ramzy, who was not content with the course, chose a five, and, interestingly enough, Mo,
who was glad to have taken the course, chose a six (See Table 7), giving this item a mean
value of 3.5. At DSU, Mary chose a two, meaning the course prepared her for other
courses to some extent.

Table 7

ELLs ' Opinions about the Writing Course in MCC (clear) v. DSU (Grayscale)
Agree

Disagree

Likert Scale Items

1

I feel that the course materials and assignments in ESL Writing were

• •

2

3

4

5

••

more challenging that they should have been

•

I feel that the course materials and assignments in First-Year
Composition were more challenging that they should have been

Now, at the end of the semester, I am glad I took this course

•• •

Now, at the end of the semester, I am glad I took this course

•

6

•
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I think that ESL Writing helped me prepare for other academic

• •

courses

I think that First-Year Composition helped me prepare for other

•

academic courses

Overall, T. H., Kajalaho, and Mary were glad they have taken the course, whether
it was ESL Writing or First-Year Composition, and believed it helped them prepare for
other academic courses. Mary; however, found the First-Year Composition course
materials to be challenging, and Ramzy had even stronger feelings about the ESL Writing
course as he was not glad to have taken it, found the course materials to be challenging,
and believed it did not prepare him for other academic courses. Mo, on the other hand,
did not find the course materials challenging and did not believe the course prepared him
for other academic courses; yet, he was glad to have taken it.
Because there might be more to students' reactions to placement than the five
reasons discussed above, and because each student has individual characteristics and
must have gone through different circumstances acquiring the English language, I will
elaborately discuss the demographics of each student in the next section. Doing so should
allow me to explore the personal factors that might have influenced students' thoughts on
placement, which consequently affects students' motivation, anxiety, and confidence.

• •

so

Chapter 3: Discussion
In this chapter, I examine the implications of my study. First, I will detail each

student's situation separately in an attempt to explore the potential factors that could have
affected their reactions towards placement. Following these individual analyses, the
chapter provides a synthesis of students' reactions and the possible implications about
placement that such reactions suggest. I close the chapter with how my study connects
and adds to past scholarship on ELL placement and what my study suggests for ELL
placement in educational institutions.

Students' Backgrounds and Reactions

MCC students' low English language proficiency and limited vocabulary did not
allow them to clearly express their opinions about placement or elaborate on their ideas.
In contrast to MCC students, Mary's profile came to be more fully developed because of

her higher level of English proficiency evident in her responses during the interview. Her
fluency allowed her to express her perceptions about placement in a clearer fashion than
her MCC counterparts.

Kaja/aha

She is a 30-year-old female Iranian student majoring in Art and Design at MCC.
Her first language is Kurdish, her second is Persian, and her third is English. At the time
the study was conducted, she was in her second semester. She started learning English in
high school in Iran; however, such education was only limited to learning "the alphabet,
grammar, vocabulary, and simple greeting conversations." English education was not that
different on the college level; she was still unable to communicate in English. After
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graduation, Kajalaho started taking English courses at some private institutes. However,
she stopped at the intermediate level as her peers were not motivated and did not speak in
English in class. Soon she quit the English institute, bought language-learning books, and
started learning English on her own for a year and a half. After moving to the United
States, she did more self-education for another year by using free websites and YouTube
lessons for English learners. She did not enroll in any English classes until she sat for the
TOEFL. Then she became a full-time student at MCC and enrolled in a developmental
writing class for ELL learners.
At the time the study was conducted, Kajalaho had been in the United States for
almost two years. She contended that being in an English-speaking country does not
guarantee an improvement in competency as she, and many other international students,
have tried to make friends with native speakers; however, the latter showed no interest in
interacting with nonnative speakers whatsoever. That was frustrating for her, and the only
class she was satisfied with was ESL Writing in which she was able to interact with other
students and, hence, practice English. She continued to use YouTube every day to learn
idioms, phrasal verbs, and proverbs in an attempt to better understand everyday
expressions or conversational English used in movies and casual conversations. She
maintained that nothing will stop her from learning more English as she is "obsessed"
with the language itself. After graduation, Kajalaho's plan is to stay in the United States
because of all the educational and professional opportunities the country offers.
When asked about her feelings about being placed with ELL students, she showed
full satisfaction with the experience as she learned a lot about writing in that class. Before
taking the ESL classes, she felt she would have rather skipped them; however, she
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changed her mind as soon as she realized that ESL writing classes (developmental ESL,
ESL Writing, and ESL Literature) prepare her for the academic life ahead. She even
started to value writing. Leaming from her nonnative peers was a plus. In ESL Writing,
she got to read her peers' papers, examine their writing style, and use of vocabulary and
grammar. She claimed that peer reviewing her peers' essays helped her improve her
writing and have a better understanding of the assignments.
The environment the ESL Writing class provided made her feel as though she fit
in. If she were with native speakers, she assumes, her instructor would have "expected
her to be like a native and treated her like one," which could have been a
"disappointment." She was quite confident about her preference of ESL Writing to FirstYear Composition and commented, "[With native speakers], I would lose my self-esteem
to communicate better. I love to be in [an ESL-Writing class] because internationals have
open arms to talk to [me] whether in class discussion or during the break of class. [This]
really has helped me to feel comfortable with speaking. But me as an international, I
cannot have [these] interactions with natives."

T.H.

T. H. is a 24-year-old Korean male student majoring in Engineering. At the time
the study was conducted, he was a freshman at MCC enrolled in ESL Writing. He started
learning English in high school and arrived at the United States the summer of 2013.
Before enrolling in ESL Writing, he had taken the ESL Developmental Writing class. He
was struggling with English sentence structure and considered his vocabulary limited.
The organization of an essay was also different in English than in Korean: for example, in
the latter there is a delayed-thesis structure.
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T. H. enjoyed being with nonnative speakers in the writing classroom and thought
it was better for him. It was easier for him to interact with ELLs because he felt a sense of
community towards them. On the survey, T. H. was the only MCC student who
responded to the question, "Did you choose to be placed in ESL Writing?" with a "yes."
His motivation in the ESL Writing class was to get an A in order to be able to transfer to
a four-year college. He added that he learned from his nonnative speaking peers,
especially when it came to speaking and listening.

Ramzy

Ramzy is a 26-year old male Colombian student at MCC. He started learning
English when he was twelve years old since his godfather used to visit the United States
for business reasons and go back to Colombia and talk to Ramzy in English. That was
when Ramzy started to develop his interest in English. As he grew up, he would go to the
movies to watch American movies and realized that the subtitles were sometimes quite
inaccurate and that fired his passion for the language. He wanted to learn English in depth
and majored in languages in a Colombian university. After graduating college, Ramzy
started working for some companies and changed majors to business when he came to the
United States. At the time the study was conducted, it was Ramzy's first semester in the
U.S.
Ramzy valued being with nonnative speakers in the classroom and contended that
learning with them is better for him for cultural reasons. It was easier for him to get along
with international students because of the shared experience. He considered them to be
more open minded and accepting of him as they all go through the same experience of
being in a foreign country. On the other hand, his interactions with native speakers were
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limited to the classroom where he only talked to them during group activities. Such lack
of interaction with native speakers, whom he viewed as aloof, got in the way of him
mastering the English language.
When asked if placement with native speakers in the writing classroom can
provide a challenge for him to improve his proficiency, he responded that it depended on
nonnative speakers' proficiency levels. He stated that the more familiar ELL students
were with everyday expressions, the more the camaraderie they could feel towards native
speakers and the easier it would be to communicate with them. If nonnative speakers
knew mere grammar, the communication would be difficult, and native speakers would
not understand ELL students.
Ramzy' s experience in the ESL classroom was not challenging because he felt no
pressure to improve his English or correct his errors. He would not put effort to speak
correctly because everyone made mistakes and yet could understand one another.
However, he confirmed that he learned from his peers, who were good at using everyday
expressions. He would ask them about the meanings of the expressions they used so he
would start using them too. However, when Ramzy was asked on the survey, "If you did
not choose to be placed in ESL Writing, would you rather be placed in a classroom with
native speakers of English," he chose a "yes." This means, he still wanted to be with
native speakers regardless of any benefits he perceived in his placement with nonnative
speakers.

Mo

Mo is a 20-year-old male Jordanian freshman at MCC. At the time the study was
conducted, it was his second semester in the United States. He started learning English at
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the age of ten; however, he was unsatisfied with his nonnative teachers as their English
speaking proficiency, he claimed, was only as good as his. They did not receive their
education from native speakers and had accents. In addition, Mo contended that having
mere grammatical iq1owledge does not make good teachers. He wished to have been
taught by native speakers. Instead of learning English from his Jordanian teachers, he
learned it from video games.
Initially, Mo was not happy about his placement in ESL Developmental because
he scored high on the placement test especially on reading and grammar. So he assumed
he would be placed in First-Year Composition and was disappointed when he was not.
But when he realized he was having a hard time communicating with native speakers in
his other mainstream classes, he began to accept MCC's placement decision. After some
time in ESL Writing, Mo realized that the ESL Writing classes helped him improve his
English competency.
However, he felt that being placed in ESL Writing did not motivate him to learn
English because he was interacting with nonnative speakers. In contrast, he believed that
if he were with native speakers, he would be motivated to learn English to be able to
interact with everyone. Mo is not a shy student; he speaks up in all of his classes. He does
not feel anxious and participates in class discussions. He participates not only in the ESL
Writing class, but also in mainstreamed classes. However, he noticed that he was having
difficulties speaking up in a Sociology class as compared to in a Chemistry or Biology
class where he used mere scientific terms. The terminology used in the Sociology class
proved to be more difficult than that used in science classes.
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Mo had difficulties speaking with native speakers. Native speakers would
understand him, but he would not understand them to the extent that the latter would give
up on starting a conversation with Mo. Another aspect that frustrated Mo was American
humor because he thought he was considered "boring" for his inability to make jokes.
However, he was not worried about his proficiency as it was only his second semester in
the United States.
In the ESL Writing classroom, Mo shared the same difficulties with nonnative

speakers, whereas he felt alone in mainstreamed classes. He noticed that native speakers
sometimes all come from the same high school and show signs of solidarity in the
classroom.

Mary

Mary is a 19-year-old female Bulgarian who arrived in the United States as a
freshman and was placed in a mainstreamed writing classroom at DSU. She majored in
Computer Design and Textiles. Her first language is Bulgarian. However, all her
education in Bulgaria was done in German. She also understands Russian, which is very
similar to Bulgarian, because her mother knows it and taught it to Mary. She started
learning English when she was six years old and continued her English education through
high school; however, English was taught merely as a foreign language. At the age of 14,
she spent a year in Vienna where she studied German. Then she spent another year in
Germany where she studied advanced English. In order to sit for the TOEFL and the
SAT, she had to study more advanced English-compared to the basic English she
learned in high school, which was limited to grammar, vocabulary, and everyday
expressions. She considered the two years before this study was conducted as the time
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when she received her most advanced English education. She said her American peers are
usually amazed at how fluent she is. When it came to writing; however, she considered
her vocabulary to be limited that sometimes she would be unable to convey an idea in
English because she does not have a wide enough vocabulary. Moreover, in Bulgaria, she
was never given an assignment sheet to write an essay-only a simple prompt, such as,
"write an essay on your best friend." Thus, conventions of American academic discourse,
such as paragraphing and a thesis statement, were foreign to her.
When Mary was asked about her experience being placed with natives, she
attested that it was better for her because it is an all-English environment. She said,
"everything is said in English; explained in English," which gave her an idea of "how
Americans speak English." She wanted to speak like Americans if her plan was to study
and work in the United States. At the time the study was conducted, she had been
learning English for five years and had already studied "the core of English." From her
own experience studying English with nonnative speakers, ESL classes were limited to
grammar and vocabulary, which she had already covered. She wanted to learn more
"advanced English." In addition, the fact that she was the only Bulgarian at DSU forced
her to speak English the entire time. The more she spoke English, the more naturally it
came to her. Sometimes, she would not know the exact Bulgarian translation of an
English word or expression, but she would understand how to use it from the context. At
the time of my study, Mary had reached that stage in English competency when she did
not rely on translation to and from Bulgarian; she relied more on the context in which
English expressions and terms were used.
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Mary thought that she would be receiving higher grades on her papers if she was
placed with nonnative speakers. She said, "[her] papers would be looked at as an
international student." She believed that a paper on which she received a Cina
mainstreamed writing class would translate to an A in an ESL Writing class. However,
she expressed her willingness to accept the challenge of her writing being compared to
native speakers' writing, for if she received an A in a mainstreamed writing class, it
would mean that "[her] English is even better." This motivated her. She knew she had to
try much harder than her American peers, but if she got an A, it meant her writing was on
the level of native speakers' writing.
Mary contended she had the same drive when she was with nonnative speakers in
a TOEFL-preparation class as everyone was competing to be the most fluent. However,
competing with native speakers motivated her on a higher le~el as she sought to be on
their level of competency. She was compelled to improve her English as if it were a first
language-not a second.
Despite the fact that Mary does not consider herself a shy person in general, she
was initially nervous to speak up in the Freshman Writing class as she was afraid of the
embarrassment and felt everyone else's English proficiency was better than hers. Even
when she knew the answer, she did not feel confident speaking up in class. She was more
confident speaking English when she was in Vienna as English was the second language
there. But when she first arrived to the United States, she felt so insecure about her
English because she was in a country where English is a first language. Her anxiety lasted
for almost a month, but then she realized that Americans were fine with her English
proficiency and accent. She initially thought that Americans would not be very accepting
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of her accent, and she would get a bit offended when they would ask her about her accent
and where she is from. Once she realized they were only curious, she was not offended as
she realized her accent was not that thick.

Factors and Implications

Students at MCC did not feel stigmatized by their placement with nonnative
speakers whereas Mary at DSU felt quite stigmatized. However, Mary's feeling of being
stigmatized, as she noted, "was only at the beginning when [she] was still adjusting."
Kajalaho, on the other hand, "felt comfortable" being with international students, who are
willing to talk to her during class discussions. She even contrasted her interactive
experience in the ELL Writing classroom to that she tried to create outside with native
speakers, who were "not interested" in interacting with a nonnative speaker. Both Mo and
Ramzy shared Kajalaho's feelings of being marginalized by native speakers because of
the breakdown in communication that usually occurs during interactions between the two
groups. This implies the feeling of ostracization that nonnative speakers may experience
outside the writing classroom, which, as a result, may create a sense of solidarity inside
the ELL writing classroom, which ELLs may consider as the only place where they can
actually practice speaking English and learning from one another.
When asked about their feelings about their own placement, all students at MCC
and DSU were satisfied, except for Ramzy whose dissatisfaction was evident in his
positive response to the yes/no question, "If you did not choose to be placed in ESL
Writing, would you rather be placed in a classroom with native speakers of English."
Even Mo, who had initial disdain about being placed in an ESL class, realized eventually
that he would have faced communication difficulties if placed with native speakers. This
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temporary resentment can imply that ELL students get used to their placement situations
and adjust to the classroom environments. In other words, none of Kajalaho, Mo, or
Ramzy was initially satisfied with their placement in an ESL environment; however, as
time went by, both Kajalaho and Mo realized that the ESL classroom provided them with
a more comfortable atmosphere. Ramzy, on the other hand, was the sole outlier in the
data because his resentment lasted throughout his experience in the ESL class. This
fading resistance might mean that, for the most part, ELL students adjust to their
placement situation and learning environment. ELL students seem to adjust once they
realize that their competency is not at the level that allows a successful communication
with native speakers. In Rarnzy's situation, however, he. never got to adjust to the
nonnative-speaking environment as it did not compel him or challenge him to improve
his English language competency.
However, Rarnzy's resentful reaction should not be overlooked. There are
possibly other ELL students who, like him, wish to have been placed with native speakers
because they perceive that learning environment as a challenge for them to improve their
English competency. For example, Mary shared Ramzy's perception about how that
challenge helps improve English language competency. She was only fortunate to be
placed in the learning environment she wished for. If Ramzy and Mary had an inclination
towards being placed into a mainstreamed classroom because of some commonalities in
their characteristics as individuals, and if a comfortable atmosphere facilitates students'
"language and literacy development," (Cummins, 1994, p. 55) then overlooking ELL
students' perceptions about their placement might negatively affect their learning
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experience and English proficiency. Directed self-placement can be a tool through which
ELL students' perceptions of and needs in writing classrooms are heard.
This effect that students' characteristics have on their perceptions about their
placement suggests that educational institutions should consider ELLs' perceptions and
preferences about their placement. However, because students do not always know what
is best for them, advising should play an active role in guiding ELL students to the
environment that will be the most conducive to learning. In other words, instead of
focusing solely on students' performance on placement tests, other individual factors
should be taken in consideration as well, such as their motivational levels, self-esteem,
and sense of comfort in their prospective placement situation. If academic advisors
explain to ELL students their learning options and use brief surveys to learn more about
students' individual characteristics, ELL students may be placed in the most suitable
environments for their own individual needs.
For both Mary and Kajalaho, motivation to learn from their peers seemed to have
played a big factor in learning English. Both of them were especially motivated to learn
from their classmates, whether they were native or nonnative speakers, respectively. The
level of motivation varied among Mo, Ramzy, and T. H., with Mo being the least
motivated; however, none responded negatively. Based on Wardhaugh (2005)'s claims
that females tend to be more cooperative while males tend to be more competitive, this
difference between female and male participants, with females being more motivated to
cooperate, can be related to gender. However, such claims should never be conclusive
because of all the individual factors that might have influenced students' interactions in
the classroom.
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Grades seemed to have also played a factor in students' reactions at both MCC
and DSU. For instance, T. H. was motivated because he needed to receive an A in ESL
Writing in order to be able to transfer to a four-year college. Like T. H., Mary and
Kajalaho were motivated by grades but in different ways. Mary thought an A in the Firsty ear Composition class would mean that her English proficiency was as high as a

native' s, which motivated her, despite the fact that she knew she had to work much
harder than her American peers. Kajalaho, on the other hand, thought of her writing being
compared to a native speaker as a possible source of disappointment. This perception
might have shaped her reaction to placement and her preference of the nonnative
classroom experience to the native one.
Proficiency level might have colored Mary' s and Kajalaho' s perceptions on
placement. Both enjoyed relatively high levels of English proficiency; however, Mary's
proficiency was, obviously, the highest of all students. Kajalaho's speaking and writing
showed some signs of lower English proficiency, which was especially evident in her
word choices and accuracy of expressions during the focus groups. Interacting with both
participants, I noticed that Mary's speech clearly reflected a higher level of proficiency.
Her advanced proficiency might have made her more comfortable among native speakers,
especially that she described her interactions with them to be really pleasant in contrast to
MCC students' interactions with native speakers, which were frustrating. Mary seemed to
be confident of her proficiency and recommended ELL students to be placed with native
speakers in the writing classroom only if they were advanced learners and if they felt
comfortable. Mary's recommendation, interestingly, agreed with Ramzy' s
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recommendation for ELL students to be placed with native speakers if their levels of
proficiency were high, which should enable them to interact with native speakers.
Age did not seem to have played a role in shaping students' reactions to
placement. For example, Mary, who is the youngest participant across the two schools,
not only showed the highest level of proficiency, but also experienced the most pleasant
interactions with native speakers. Mary's advanced proficiency at a young age might
seem counterintuitive without the knowledge that she is the only participant who was in
the middle of her second immersive experience outside of her culture. The fact that she
had her first immersive experience studying German when she was only 14 years old
could have facilitated her acquisition of English when she moved to the United States. In
addition, her English language acquisition started at a much younger age than the rest of
the participants. Beginning her English language learning at the age of six might also
explain her high level of proficiency and her satisfaction with her placement in the
mainstream writing classroom.
Race of the participants should not be overlooked either. It can be considered
another factor that might have impacted students' reactions to placement. For instance,
Mary was the only participant who is not a visible minority and the only participant who
reported feeling more welcomed by native speaking students than any other participant in
this study. However, with such a small study size, racialized responses cannot possibly be
reckoned as a definite factor behind students' reactions to placement.
In addition, some students were more negative about their reactions to their
current placement than others. For instance, when examining students' responses to the
Likert Scale, a pattern of negative reactions can be seen in many of Ramzy' s responses.
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For instance, in the third item, he felt a little unconfident and anxious as a writer because
of his placement with nonnative speakers. In the fifth item, he felt quite uncomfortable
about his writing and participating in class discussions when he was taking the ESL
Writing class. Ramzy also showed strong dissatisfaction with the high level of challenge
the course materials and assignments offer, did not recommend the course to future
ELLs, and contended that the course did not help him prepare for other academic courses.
In addition, he demonstrated strong inclination to be placed with native speakers;

however, he strongly believed that nonnative speakers should be placed in separate
writing classes and, further, elaborated that "although it is somehow easier to keep up
with contents, [ESL Writing] really doesn't challenge [him] to improve [his] English."
This last comment of Ramzy may imply that he has misread the seventh Likert item in
which he noted his dissatisfaction with the high challenge the course offers.
Also, it seems that Ramzy contradicted himself on two levels. First, he did not
recommend the ELL writing class to nonnative speakers, while, at the same time, he
believed that ELLs should be separated from native speakers. His reason for the
separation was the easier content the ELL course offers. Second, while he noted his wish
to be in the same writing class with native speakers as it may challenge him to improve
his English, he believed in the separation of ELLs from native speakers. This implies
Ramzy' s confusion as on one hand he wished for the challenge that the mainstream class
offers, and on the other hand he believed that ELLs should not be mainstreamed because
of the level of solidarity the ESL classes offer.
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Limitations and Possibilities

A decade ago, George Braine (1994) surveyed 180 ELL students who were or had
been enrolled in ELL classrooms in a medium-sized university and came to the
conclusion that 92 percent of the students chose for the ESL course to continue because it
provided them with an anxiety-free environment where they do not feel embarrassed to
speak with accents. Teachers were also excited about the ELL classes because students
were more interactive in them. Braine called against mainstreaming ELL students into the
regular college composition classes.
Compared to Braine's study, mine was conducted at both a four-year college and
a two-year community college. My academic context was more inclusive since the study
was conducted at two types of educational institutions. Even though my study used a
much smaller pool of participants, it provided in-depth analyses of individual factors,
such as motivation, self-esteem, and anxiety, as well as outside factors that shaped each
student's English acquisition. Those personal and external factors might have influenced
students' perceptions of placement, whether in the ESL or the mainstream classroom.
However, more research should be conducted about placement decisions for ELL
students at various institutions, especially because of the potential difficulties in
recruiting ELL students at colleges that do not have an ESL program. For more
conclusive results, the perception of more than one ELL student from mainstream
classrooms is needed. Despite the limitations, my study centers around students'
perceptions about placement and their individual differences and provides some
interesting results regarding ELL student placement.
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Suggestions for ELL Student Placement

After examining potential factors that might have influenced ELL students'
reactions to their placement, it seems students' English proficiency levels, their
individual preferences for learning environments, students' motivational levels, and their
expectations for writing classrooms were all prominent factors. For ELL students to be
satisfied with their placement and for learning to take place, these factors should be
considered during the placement process.
Proficiency level was an important factor that affected students' perception of
placement. For instance, Mary who had the highest proficiency was quite satisfied with
her placement. Being mainstreamed in the writing classroom motivated her to learn
English and helped her to eventually share the "social outlook" of her native-speaking
peers (Harklau, 1994, p. 262). Mary's access to interactions with native speakers could
have been a factor behind her sense of belonging to the society (Cummins, 1994, p. 54).
On the other hand, all MCC students (Kajalaho, T. H., and Mo) were eventually
satisfied with their placement with nonnative speakers except for Ramzy who carried a
sense of resentment. MCC students' sense of satisfaction was probably a result of their
comfort in the classroom. That sense of comfort might have, in turn, facilitated students'
"language and literacy development" (Cummins, 1994, p. 55). It was possible that
Ramzy' s resentment was based on his perception of his own proficiency to be higher than
his peers, the fact that urged him to wish to have been placed in the mainstreamed
environment while recommending ELL classes for nonnative speaking students. Another
factor that caused Ramzy's resentment was his need for the challenge-that the
mainstreamed classroom offers- to improve his proficiency. Ramzy's placement in the
ESL Writing class did not motivate him. This lack of motivation might have hindered his
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English language acquisition. This relationship between students' affects and their
language acquisition relates to Krashen' s hypothesis of the Affective Filter that controls
students' language acquisition (Maftoon and Sabah, 2012). Consequently, Ramzy's lack
of motivation negatively affected his perception of the course that he believed the course
materials did not prepare him academically for other classes. ELLs' negative perceptions
of ESL courses brings to mind Rosenthal (1992)'s claim that after the ESL program,
students feel scared and unprepared for the academic coursework ahead of them.
Rosenthal also contended that ESL alone cannot be expected to make its students
proficient as their native speaking peers (p. 63). Another possibility behind Ramzy's lack
of motivation could be him considering native speakers to be "the only useful input"
(Swain and Deters, 2007, p. 823). In addition, the solidarity that he felt with his peer
nonnative speakers made him feel comfortable but did not increase his satisfaction with
his placement.
Mo, on the other hand, despite being initially unsatisfied with his placement with
nonnative speakers, reached reconciliation once he realized his speaking proficiency is
not high enough for him to interact with native speakers. Thus, his weak level of English
proficiency was an important factor that impacted his sense of satisfaction with his
placement. Despite Mo's feeling of comfort and solidarity in the ESL classroom, his
motivation to learn was still low, which could have negatively affected his learning
(Cummins, 1994). This lack of motivation in the ESL classroom brings to mind Harklau
(1994)'s argument that mainstreaming students motivates them to learn English. Placing
Mo in an ESL classroom could have been a reason for his lack of motivation.
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If proficiency, motivation, and students' sense of belonging are prominent factors

behind ELL students' satisfaction with their placement, then in order for ELL students to
be satisfied with their placement, those factors must be considered while placing ELLs in
the writing classrooms. An ELL student like Mary who was experiencing her second
immersive program in an outside culture must have different needs and expectations from
a writing classroom than students whose proficiency is significantly lower and who were
having their first experience outside of their culture, such as MCC students. Those
students eventually adjusted to their placement with nonnative speakers and considered
the ESL learning environment as less threatening and conducive to learning. However, if
some of those less competent students, such as Ramzy, desire a challenge similar to the
one Mary was enjoying in the mainstream classroom, they should not be denied an
opportunity that could possibly boost their motivation to learn, especially because
research has suggested that mainstreaming students motivates them to learn (Harklau,
1994, p. 262).
Putting both individual and external factors in consideration during ELL student
placement ensures the most efficient learning environment for them. However, students'
perceptions cannot be considered without some guidance from their academic advisors
and some guidelines for them to follow. In other words, my study' s findings suggest for
the ESL field to implement placement ideas from the composition and basic writing
fields. Ideas such as directed self-placement for ELL students can benefit students and
enhance their learning as it would allow them to be placed in the educational environment
that is most comfortable for them as learners (Cummins, 1994). For academic advisors to
be able to provide guidance to ELL students during the directed self-placement process,
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the former might need to give a short survey to ELL students to fill out and provide them
with clear descriptions of both placement options. After examining students' responses to
the surveys, the academic advisors should weigh in students' preferences for placement
and offer them educated advice.
Despite my enthusiasm about directed self-placement for ELL learners'
placement, some institutional factors must be considered. For example, the financial
readiness of educational institutions is necessary for them to be able to offer both ESL
and mainstreamed options.
Institutions who realized the heterogeneous nature of their ELL population, such
as Kean College of New Jersey, created their own bridge program. That program
accommodates students' various levels of proficiency and language backgrounds.
Because following the completion of the typical ESL program, students often "feel scared
and unprepared for the academic coursework" ahead of them, and because "ESL alone
cannot be expected to make its students as proficient as their native English speaking
peers" (Rosenthal, 1992, p. 63), such bridge programs might become a success and also
improve the retention rates, degree completion rates, and most importantly student
learning. The program trained faculty across the curriculum to change their teaching
methods and attitudes towards ESL students and accommodate the needs of these
students. After the training, the faculty were able to promote interaction between the two
groups through class activities or group discussions. The classroom provided an
environment where ESL students "can hear English as spoken by native speakers"
including their teachers (Rosenthal, 1992, p. 64). However, the program was funded by
Kean College's Ethnolinguistic Grant from New Jersey's Department of Higher
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Education, and it might not be prudent to assume that all colleges have access to such
funding and have faculty interested in implementing such a program.
For colleges such as MCC that offer both ESL-specific and mainstreamed
sections, directed self-placement can be an efficient tool for placing ELL students in
learning environments where they would feel the most comfortable and the most
motivated to learn. However, for colleges such as DSU where it might not be financially
feasible to offer both options, ESL training of faculty across the curriculum-such as the
one offered at Kean College--can facilitate ELLs' transition to the mainstream classroom
and offer avenues for ELL students to effectively interact with their native counterparts.
ELL students' perceptions about their placement do matter, but their proficiency
levels are of an equal importance. In other words, I am not suggesting that students'
perceptions about their placement outweigh the implications of their scores on placement
tests. If ELL students, such as Kajalaho and Mo, adjust to their placement in a nonnative
speaking environment once they realize their competency is not high enough for
communication to occur in the mainstream classroom, then placement test scores are vital
and should not be overlooked. However, placement tests need to be tested for validity.
Thus, if the tests are created to measure students' ability to successfully interact in the
mainstream classroom, those tests need to measure ELL students' speaking and listening
competency as well as writing.
More research needs to be done on the validity of ELL placement tests and
whether the implementation of directed self-placement results in more comfortable and
more motivating learning environments for ELL students.
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Appendix A
Interview with MCC's ESL Composition Director

Me: What makes MCC (pseudonym)' s ESL Composition Program different from other
programs?
Dr. Sam: We're one of the few colleges in Illinois with a special track for ESL. Our
classes are counted as ENG 101 and 102. The Illinois articulation initiative determines
which classes transfer from college, and ESL has been designated as ENG 1O1 and 102
and we transfer a lot of students around. So I think I know if other schools have ESL
programs and as far as I know they don't. But I have one guy this year and last semester
from China who said he started in Missouri, the University of Missouri, I think and he did
an ESL Comp there and he's doing it again here. And he said it was a joke. He said it
wasn't really composition. It counted as composition, but it wasn't.
Me: So it was mostly the four skills?
Dr. Sam: Yes, ESL skills. They named it composition. It was ESL skills. So, maybe I'm
excessively proud of our program (laughing) but I think that it's really good as a
composition program and we assess programs regularly. And ESL 101 and 102 are
assessed with ENG 101 and 102. So when we collect papers from students for blind
reading, we collect from ESL and ENG together.
Me: So you mix them?
Dr. Sam: Right. We take from ENG and ESL 101. We take the students' names off and
we mix them all together. And they're rated with the native speakers. So they do have to
meet the same standards. So they're assessed with ENG. Faculty have to be qualified to
teach composition. We have a little packet for arguing for transfer as ENG if it's out of
state in the office (mumbling) in it.
So we have .. .put together and the official course information forms are basically the
same for ENG and ESL. They have all the same skills. But the ESL classes are 4 credit
hours, whereas ENG is 3, and that extra credit hour is accounted on the course
information forms as continuing practice in English language skills or something like
that. And a little more time given to each of the outcomes on the CIS because we assume
students need more time to do things. But they are the same as the ENG 101 and 102.
Me: Do they get the same assignments and same everything?
Dr. Sam: we don't have a standard syllabus. We have some people who teach both ENG
and ESL and they might use the same assignments. But we do try to make the
assignments manageable. So you don't have to write about your prom experience
(laughing) which is one reason for having the ESL track. Because a lot of the assignments
in the ESL classes are incomprehensible to the ESL students.
Me: Yea, the cultural aspects ...
Dr. Sam: So the course information form says you have to cover summaries, opinion
essays, argument essays, persuasion essays .. .. that's all the same. So the topics will be
different. But the same types of assignments.
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By the way, I don't know if I told you this before, but, I think, the ESL program was
created in the 1970s when we had the big influence of Vietnamese refugees. I think that's
what started it, but I don't know for sure.
Me: That's interesting. So you said when you get the writing of the students, you just mix
them together for assessment, program assessment. So how do students get placed in
classes, like, the process itself?
Dr. Sam: The first people that students see when they come to MCC is the Assessment
Office. And, they go there and they have to take a Math assessment test and a Writing
assessment test. And somebody determines whether they take the ENG COMPASS or the
ESL COMPASS. That's problematic because the assessment people aren't really
qualified to decide who or which it is. And if it's not obvious, they sometime get the
wrong assessment test. And then we have to try to shift them from class to class after the
semester started. So in the beginning of the semester, we have a prep week meeting. I
will always stand up and say, if you guys think that you have non native speakers in your
classes, who would benefit in being in ESL, please contact me. Talk to the student and
then contact me. And ask everybody, I guess that a universal experience, except for me, I
don't do it, but don't tell anyone (laughing) they do a diagnostic essay in the first week of
class, but I don't do it in 101 because if a student placed in 101, they can't be moved
back to 99 and they can't move forward. So I only do the diagnostic in ENG 99 because
you could look at the diagnostic and say actually you should be in 101, and the teacher
could make that decision and move him forward because maybe they didn't do well on
the placement test, the COMPASS. So the English teachers are doing a diagnostic essay
in their classes and that's how they can spot them. So they usually make a copy of that
diagnostic essay and put it in my mailbox and say I think this student ought to be in ESL.
And sometimes there's just missing articles and prepositions and they are like "Oh ESL"
and they really shouldn't be in ESL. Then I have to look at that and decide and then I
have to try and persuade the student to move to ESL if I think they should and sometimes
they don't want to and sometimes they're very glad to. They'd say "Oh I didn't even
know there was ESL" because all what they see is the assessment people. And we try and
get that sorted so the assessment can make a better judgment about which test to give
them.
But another part of that, that you probably want to know, is if native speakers take the
ENG COMPASS ... .in a writing class and possibly if their writing score is .. and that's it,
the COMPASS. That's how they are placed, unless there is a mid range that somebody
determined years ago was iffy. And if that middle range score, then they will do a writing
sample. And the writing sample will determine will they ...
ESL, on the other hand, they take the COMPASS and they have to get a certain score and
that's the score of 80 in the listening, reading, and grammar sections and they have to get
those scores, an 80 on all three sections, and then they are eligible to do a writing sample.
Every known native speaker has to do a writing sample before they're placed in a writing
class. So they can't just use the scores because when you know that some students,
particularly Asian students, are very good at taking tests. And they can score very high on
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the test bur are not able to use the language. So they do have to do a writing sample. No
matter what they scored. They do have to do a writing sample.
Me: and how do you decide on that writing sample?
Dr. Sam: we have a set of prompts. I need to update those, for they have been memorized
and passed around.
Me: and are they the same for native speakers and ESL students?
Dr. Sam: No, they are different prompts, just as there are different topics in the classes. It
has to be something that somebody could answer if they have just arrived to the U.S.
Me: culturally sensitive topics.
Dr. Sam: Yea. Yea
I read all these writing samples. If I have any questions, if I'm not sure, I will talk to
somebody else and that's how placement is determined.
Me: someone else like?
Dr. Sam: usually the director of precollege ESL.
Me: and then you decide?
Dr. Sam: I decide what to do. Sometime when I read the writing sample, I will say, "this
person should not be in ESL. So I write a note about them in the placement form saying
that the student should take the ENG COMPASS or ENG placement, wording it carefully
so I'm not guaranteeing anything. But I give them that chance to take the ENG
COMPASS if it's obvious from the writing sample that they were misdirected to the
wrong COMPASS test.
And that happens, for example, with some of the Hindi students. Those students from
India and yet they are international students. So if they are given the ESL COMPASS,
but they've done all their education in English. If their writing sample looks like they're
native speakers. They have to take the ENG COMPASS, they can't just get switched.
And I am not a testing expert, but we had a director of assessment a few years ago who
was and she said "we have to remember these two tests are different. So, somebody
getting the score in ENG COMPASS is not like somebody getting the score on the ESL."
And I didn't really understand what she meant, but I took her word for it that they really
do need to take the test again.
Me: from your position as the ESL director and you teach ESL writing classes, have you
ever experienced ESL students who have like either an attitude against being placed in
ESL or the opposite like they are being very glad or excited to be with other non native
speakers?
Dr. Sam: Most people like it. They are very happy. And I do ask them about that. I have
for years. I ask them if they like having the ESL classes. And occasionally I will get
somebody who says I wish I were with native speakers and if they're saying that I think
it's because I want to challenge myself to be with native speakers. If they're silent about
it, I think it's because they're resentful and they are Americans (laughter). But they
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usually don't say that. It's usually something that I pick up on from their attitude. I see
the vast majority of our students are happy to be in ESL classes. That's what they tell me.
That's how they act. And they also talk about their speech classes which are also
required. And in those classes, they often are non native speakers there ... they say they're
uncomfortable giving speeches. That's worse than writing papers.
Me: That's true.
Dr. Sam: Yea. They say they like it. And for a variety of reasons that they think the
teachers understand them, they feel comfortable speaking up and writing with nonnative
speakers. And they always mention the behavior issues. They say they do not like the
American students' behavior. They like being in groups of respectful people who are in it
to learn.
Me: I understand that.
Dr. Sam: probably worse at a Community College. (laughing) It can get really bad. You
know what somebody told me yesterday? A philosophy professor. We got to talk about
students and last semester was really horrible. It was like a virus going around in college.
Classes had bad attitudes. He told me that a student asked him in class, "do you allow
retesting if we don't get a good grade?" and he said "No. You take the grade you got on
your test." And she sat there in class in front of everybody else and said, "That's
bullshit!" I cannot imagine my students saying that. I have another friend who told me
that a student didn't like his rules in class and stood up and walked out. But before she
left, she said "You're a big fat faggot and I don't have to do what you say. And our
students don't like that. The students I had last year in a class with a few people who had
done high school here who answered their phones in class, put their heads down and fall
asleep, walk out the door to take phone calls, didn't do the work, talked back, popped
gum in class. Those students told me that the class was a problem because of them. Two
Chinese guys. They said this class is not working well because of them.
Me: Do you think there are factors for their bad attitude? Do you think it has to do with
how long they've been here? Or their immigration status?
Dr. Sam: No, I think it's because they think they have been here long enough to be
American.
Me: They catch up on the attitude.
Dr. Sam: Yes. Do I sound pretty harsh about that?
Yea. We get some bad attitudes here like that student who called my friend a big fat
faggot. The international students aren't used to that and don't want it in their classes.
And I think it's one big reason they like ESL.
Me: because they want to get away from those attitude problems.
Dr. Sam: Yea. They say it a lot.
Me: But no one has ever told you they have been intimidated to be in a classroom with
native speakers?
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Dr. Sam: Oh, they say that too. It's more comfortable here. They say "we can talk in
here"
Me: They're more motivated to speak up?
Dr. Sam: Yes.
Focus Group at MCC

Me: I'd like to start by telling you more about my research. I'm so interested in ESL
studies and my first Master's was in Teaching English as a Second Language. So I really
love this. And this is my second Master's. I'm doing composition and rhetoric. So it's
English still. What I'm doing or what I'm really interested in my thesis is how students
feel or their perspective on being placed in ESL classes versus mainstream classes, which
is like with native speakers. So I'll introduce myself first and I'd like everyone of you to
tell me about your background, like when you started to learn English, when you learned
to write in English, any difficulties you found in learning English in general. So I'll start
with myself.
I started learning English long time ago when I was like five. But I learned it as a second
language. So I speak Arabic all day long but in class I'd learn in English. Even like
science and math, I'd learn them in English. Till I came here. That's like 2009 and I took
one ESL class because my score on TOEFL wasn't really high. The requirement for the
writing was 26 and I got 25. So for one point, I took an ESL class. But I will not tell you
how I felt or whether I liked it or not. It was different from what you guys are doing. It
was more research-oriented. So all what we were doing was doing research in English. So
it was different from this class. But I don' t wanna tell you my feelings as I don't wanna
affect your feelings. Okay. So how about you start introducing yourselves and telling me
your experience with English and learning to write in English.
T.H. (pseudonym): I have learned English when I was high school student in Korea as a
second language. And I moved on here last year in summer. So I took one ESL class and
this is my second. The first one was the ESL 099 class.
Me: Do you find specific differences writing in English from writing in Korean?
T.H.: Yea. Cause I don't know much about vocabulary in English and it's different.
American has sentence structure that is a little hard for me.
Me: So vocabulary and structure. Structure as in how you structure an essay?
T.H.: Yea.
Me: Do you write essays in Korean? Is it the same or different?
T.H.: You mean ..
Me: Like in Korean, do you write in paragraphs with topic sentences, and thesis
statement. All these structures. Do you have the same format in Korean?
T.H.: Similar but kind of different. Korea has some structures but not.uh. Thesis
statement should be in introduction part.
Me: How about you Mo?
Mo (pseudonym): I started learning at the age of maybe ten, depending on the school in
Jordan. But the teachers is not that good because most teachers speak like me right now. I
mostly learned English from video games. I came here. Uh. This is my second semester
in America. And placement exams uh I was really uh I hated to be placed in 099 because
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I got high marks on reading and grammar. I got almost 94-95 from 99. So I thought I will
be placed in ENG, but then I was placed in ESL 99 because I don ' t know how to write. I
don' t know how to write not because I don't know how to write because even in Arabic I
didn ' t learn how to write. but then I got to be placed in ESL 99. Because to communicate
in English with native speakers is really hard and in my other classes almost all native
speakers. And I only took two, maybe one or nobody because it's really hard. When you
tell him I didn't hear you, he gets uhh. (mumbling)
Me: So they are not patient? They don ' t have patience if you ask them to repeat
themselves?
Mo: No. they are patient, but then they don't start to communicate with you because you
always don't understand them. They understand you but I can't understand their accent
because of the accent. So I think to be placed in ESL 99 is better to improve your
English.
Me: so first you were not happy with the decision ..
Mo: I was not happy with that but then I think of it and it was too much better for me.
Me: Interesting. You said that the teachers in Jordan are not good. Why do you think they
are not good?
Mo: Because they simply didn't communicate with native speakers. They just learned in
Jordan.
Me: they are not native speakers. They have ESL problems?
Mo: They talk in accent. Well, maybe they just know maybe grammar. Just grammar.
That is not enough to teach English. So I had problems when I come here to understand
others.
Me: so you think if you had native speaking teachers, that would have helped you .. ?
Mo: Yes, it would be so much better.
Me: How about you Ramzy (pseudonym)?
Ramzy: Well, I started learning English since I was twelve, thirteen moretheless. It was
because I have my god father. He was coming to the U.S. all the time due to business
reasons. So every time he was going to visit me, he was trying to talk to me all the time in
English. So I started liking it and having interest in this language. And then when I
started growing up, and I started going to the cinemas, thanks to the English that I had
studied by that time, I realized that some of the translations are not correct. They don't
really have the sense of what the characters are telling. So I realized I really wanted to
learn every single word in English and feel the language. Then when I went to a different
high school, I started my university and my major was actually in languages. That's back
in Colombia. But after I graduated from university, I started working for some companies
and then I just changed teaching art for business and yea. So here in the U.S. what I'm
doing now was getting some foundations so I can get into another focus. Another area of
studies.
The difference for me now that I've been studying business my very first semester here is
that when you get to study with native speakers we maybe in terms of culture, it is really
different than when you study with some other international people. Why? Because you
can feel how it is a lot easier for you to get along with the people that are international.
There is kinda sense that they are more open minded to you as they are living exactly the
same situation as you. They are in a very different country. Very different place.
Different food. Different people. Different everything. So these kinda connect easier.
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When you go to study with native people, it's just the class. You go to class, you don't
really talk that much unless you're having a working group or something. So that kind of
goes in the middle of your process to learn the language or to try to be a native speaker
because you don't get that opportunity to talk with native speakers. So I think that's very
important.
Me: so the cultural aspect. They are more to themselves?
Ramzy: Yes.
Me: Interesting. Everything you guys are saying I relate to cause I'm an ESL student too.
So don't you ever feel that if you were placed in a higher class, an ENG 101, don't you
think that maybe just being placed in an environment where you have to talk to native
speakers that would push you harder to improve your English or no? I mean, it's an open
question.
T.H.: (shaking his head in disapproval)
Me: You think an ESL class is better?
T.H.: Yea. An ESL is better.
Me: Is it the same as Ramzy was saying? The community and it's easier..
T.H.: Yea.
Me: do you feel...
Ramzy: (interrupting) I think it would depend on your level. On your language
proficiency. Cause the more the camaraderie, the more expressions you can use to
communicate. Like I don't know if that's correct or not. But I feel you know the slang of
the group of people that you are studying with and of course in this all native speakers,
you can at least try to connect easily or easier with them, but if you don' t really have that
part as you were saying (pointing to Mo), like you just have the grammar, this part of the
English, it's really hard because sometimes they just don't understand you.
Me: I've been told we, ESL students, talk like bookish language. So we talk as if we are
writing. It's formal. Too formal for informal situations. As you said we don't use slang.
So you are all happy with your placement in ESL classes?
(All as a group): Yea.
Me: Okay. Why do you think you feel more comfortable with ESL students? You said
culture. What else?
Mo: Yes, because as he said (pointing to Ramzy) all students share the same problem.
But in other classes you 're the only one and sometimes they (native speakers) all come
from the same high school so they are already grouped together.
Me: I see. So you' re like an outsider?
Mo: Yea. Like (mumbling)
Me: I had something similar when I came here. It was the first experience here 2009 and
in grad school, but I felt marginalized. They wouldn't talk to me because they don't have
tolerance for my accent. So they don't want to put more effort in understanding what I'm
trying to say. They want someone who's easy to communicate with. So it's better to talk
to native speaker than me.
Mo: (interrupting) and you can't say jokes if you don't know how to speak English.
Me: Oh, yea.
Mo: You're a boring guy.
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Me: Our jokes they don't get them. They feel like they are so not funny. That's a good
aspect too. So do you ever feel anxious in the classroom? Like nervous? Even in ESL
class? Like nervous to talk?
Mo: For me, even in other classes. No. if they don't talk to me, I just don't talk anymore.
I don't feel anxious.
Me: Even in class discussions, for instance? Do you like to raise your hand and talk?
Mo: yea. I always answer. I always do in every class.
Me: so even in other classes with native speakers?
Mo: maybe because it's scientific class. Like Chemistry or Biology. If it's sociology
class. I have a sociology class, I never answer anything in it because it's hard to talk
about sociology with native speakers in English. But in Chemistry, you just talk in
scientific terms. It's easier. Depending on the class. I think I will drop sociology.
(laughter). I will drop it next week.
Me: So it's difficult?
Mo: I think I'll get C. Depending on my scores, I'll just withdraw it.
Me: does it have to do with being with native speakers or just you don't like the subject
itself?
Mo: no it's just talking about everything in your life but in a different language. You
can't say that. But you can talk about scientific terms in other language.
Me: I see what you're saying.
Ramzy: (mumbling) like in a college level. So although human beings or being human
beings is always about socializing. So the reason why we're here is that we need to study.
We are focusing mainly in getting our grades. You know. In understanding what we're
getting. But as he says (pointing to Mo) the main factor is that they're learning and if you
get to talk to people, that's great. If not, it's not the main concern right now.
Me: so you're focusing more in succeeding in your classes?
Ramzy: Exactly.
Mo: and I will learn English by the time go. It's just my second semester.
Me: that's true. It takes time. And there are other options too outside the classroom to
learn English. I mean, if you go to the grocery store or you know at a restaurant, you'll be
in a position when you have to interact, right?
Ramzy: yes. The context around you is totally all in English.
Me: Exactly.
Mo: in Subway as they're making a sandwich, you ask, "oh, what is this called? What is
this called?"
(laughing)
Me: Oh, I had similar situation. Especially the process of making a sandwich. Like you
have to follow these steps. And I feel like the types of bread, for instance, I feel like I
have no idea about except one of them. (laughter)
Ramzy: I always forget the names of the salads. Those things (gestures with hands)
(laughter)
Mo: They have labels. The first time I didn't understand he's asking me what type of
bread. "Okay. Give me Italian."
(laughter)
Me: anything you want to add?
T.H.: same thing.
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Me: do you think that being placed with ESL students motivated you to learn more. Like
you feel more motivated. More enthusiastic to learn or to improve your English?
Mo: I don't think that motivates because now you have someone to talk to. You're not
motivated to learn English. But if you are in the English class, you'll be motivated to get
it to talk to anybody. But now you have international students all around you, so you're
not that motivated to learn English.
Ramzy: It's strange.
Me: Are you agreeing, Ramzy?
Ramzy: Yea.
Me: So is it like no one is monitoring your English if you said something that sounds
ESL, you will not be judged?
Ramzy: aside or apart from the teacher, of course, you know that you just need the worse
just to make yourself understand, you know. There is no pressure. And even if you, I
don't know, can we do any or have any mistakes while we're talking or something. If the
other person catch it, maybe he will tell you or not. But if not, it doesn't matter.
Me: you'll let it go?
Ramzy: yea.
Me: Because still the communication is going, he won't correct you.
Mo: Yea because America is just so popular that it's the most country that has
international students. So if an American have gone in a situation when he talks to
international students. Not like other countries where international students are really a
few people.
Ramzy: Yea.
Mo: But here every American have a situation when he talks to international students. So
maybe it will be easier in America to a lot of pressure because there is lots of people like
you. So it's not a problem. I don't feel embarrassed at all to talk in English.
Me: Yea. You shouldn't actually.
Mo: there is lots of people like me.
Me: (asking T.H.) do you feel the same? Do you feel motivated to speak good English in
an ESL class? Does it motivate you still to improve your English?
T.H. : Not for me. Because especially in community college, international students, most
of them want to transfer to university so I think they are motivated.
Me: so you think being with ESL students motivate you?
T.H.: Yea. Because I want to go to university.
Me: where do you wanna go?
T.H. : U ofl
Me: Nice. You have to get specific score?
T.H.: Yea. A in this class.
Me: Not TOEFL? You don't have to take TOEFL?
T.H.: we have to.
Me: after or before this class?
Mo: (talking to T.H.) what's your major?
T.H.: engineering.
Mo: Yea, you have to take TOEFL.
T.H.: yea.
Me: like after this class?
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Ramzy: only if you get the title. Like if he gets an associate degree or something, you
don' t have to take TOEFL. But if you're just taking a course or something but you don't
get a grade, you have to get an international exam.
Me: so to be admitted to U of I , you need to take the TOEFL, right?
T.H.: yea.
Me: do you think that the ESL class gives you a chance to learn from each other? Do you
learn from one another?
T.H.: Yea
Ramzy: a lot
Mo: the teacher always asks everyone about this question.
Ramzy: yea
Me: so you learn a lot about each other's culture. Do you learn English too?
T .H.: Yea. For me.
Me: like what?
T.H.: speaking and listening.
Me: so when you hear other ESL students speaking, you will catch something they're
saying and you will try to use them?
T.H.: yea
Me: same here?
Ramzy: same. I would go more for like a slang. Sometimes I feel like some more
international students are better in getting faster slang. So every time I hear it, if I don't
understand, I ask, "what are you saying? What do you mean?" They tell me people here
they say that to me and this. I'm like "okay. I'm gonna learn it."
Me: Nice. So you actually teach one another?
Ramzy: I would say it helps.
Me: how about you, Mo?
Mo: I don't think I do well in English.
Me: so to you is it more outside the class?
Mo: what do you mean?
Me: do you improve your English better inside or outside the classroom?
Mo: Outside the ESL class.
Responses of the Fourth Participant (Kajalaho) via Email

Me: Where are you from?
Kajalaho: I am Kajalaho (pseudonym), an art and design student at MCC.
This is my second semester to be in college.
I am from Iran. And my mother tong is Kurdish, my second language is Persian( The
Persian is a formal language that be taught students in Iran and it is different from my
mother tong that is Kurdish) and then my third language is English.
Me: When did you start learning English?
Kajalaho: Well, let me give you more specific info about learning English in my
homeland.
Basically, I learned English in high school in my homeland but it was not so precise. My
classmates and I mates just could learn alphabet and having greeting conversation ;) and
our teachers just relied on grammar and vocab, even for our final exams. This system is
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always the same when you go to university even after graduation from university we
could not learn much. Or even communicate.
My major was accounting, after my graduation of university, I started learning English by
taking English classes from English institutes in my country. I took English courses in
beginner and then I took inter mediate courses. From that time on, I stopped taking an
English class, because my classmates was not motivated and did not talk in English in
class and by being in that atmosphere It remind me of high school classes that finally I
did not learn anything. So Abut one year and half I started studying English at home by
myself and I got different English books and I did study in details until I got the big
picture.
It was so helpful to me then I came to U.S and I started learning English here by myself
again about 1 year. Of course here I used some free websites and YouTube free lessons
for English learners not taking any ESL class until I took my TOEFL exam and I became
a full time student at MCC and now It is my second semester at MCC and I took ESL099 and Esl-101. Now that is the way I learnt English.
Me: How is writing in English different from writing in your first language?
Kajalaho: Well, in my first Language we do write from right to left, and we have
completely different alphabet words that English.
We have some words in common in our alphabet with Arabic.
Me: How long have you been in the U.S.?
Kajalaho: Now it is almost two years. But I think that we cannot estimate the English
skills of somebody with knowing the time that they are in a English country. Because to
me, even if I am here I do not have native friends and it is not just me my other
internationals have the same situation like what I have. WE tried a lot to make American
friends to help our speaking and improve our English but they are not interested. We need
to talk in English and the one class that we are satisfied with is just ESL 101 that we can
interact with each other. Even now I have not stopped learning English, every day I use
youtube to learn idioms and other important pharasal verv or proverb in English because
it makes me disappointed when I watch their movies or listen to people that are talking in
English they mostly use slang or idioms, but when I come to my textbooks it is vice
versa. So by the way, every day I learn a lot of new words but whenever I learn much I
become happy but I noticed it is not enough to stop ;) may be that is why I am so
obsessed with English.
Me: Are you planning to stay here?
Kajalaho: I love to stay here because of great opportunities that I can get in my education.
If it became possible for me to afford the tuition of international I will pursue my degree.
But nobody knows yet.
Me: How do you feel about your placement in this class?
Kajalaho: Actually, I am fine with it, because there are tons of important keys in writing
that I did not know about. So every time that I have an assignment even I make a minor
mistakes it helps me to improve my writing.
Me: If you had a choice, would you choose otherwise? Why?
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Kajalaho: Honestly, if I had a choice I would skip these. But now that I am taking these
classes I has figured out how important learning these material is, not only for me but
also for all international students. It will help them in academic life later on . So I think
now by taking these ESL writing classes (ESL-099, ESL-101 and ESL-102) I value
writing.
Me: Did you feel comfortable in the classroom environment?
Kajalaho: Yes, I fit in.
Me: Were you anxious being in this class?
I am not anxious about being in this class, but sometimes having a new style of writing I
feel anxious about that, because sometimes takes time for me to understand the content.
By this I think ESL 101 is better for me because if I was in ENG 101 an instructor would
expect and treat me like natives in that case I could be completely disappointment.
Me: Do you feel that being placed in this class increased your motivation? How?
Kajalaho: To me, I always learn and enjoy the subjects that I love most. For example,
writing a photo essay or having a interpretation of writing is extremely interesting for me
and I completely enjoy and have fun during the preparation of these type of writing and I
learn that better. In contrast with writing a research essay, that is boring and does not
motivate me to build up a strong essay, and I think that the instructors should consider the
this aspect of writing as well. I think all in all, apart from considering the separation of
internationals from natives, the learning process in ESL classes is important and it should
be interesting like the ones that I have mentioned earlier.
Me: Did the class offer you chances to learn from your peers? How?
Kajalaho: Yes, it did. For example, by sharing our opinion about writing the process of
photo essay, we had to read one another essay and see their writing style, using of
vocabulary and grammar in a new ways. Correcting their grammar, vocab and may be
typos. T me it was interesting because I felt like an instructor and by observing the
mistakes I could improve my focus about my writing as well. And by sharing and
discussing with them understanding the assignment became easier for me. Interacting
with peers during the assignment is very helpful.
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Survey used at MCC

Consent Form
Student Perception on Placement and Course Design
Spring 2014
The purpose of this survey is to learn about English language learners' perceptions of being
placed in ESL Writing course, the course design, and how it affects their feelings of anxiety,
self-esteem, and motivation.
The results of this study will be compiled into a research article to be submitted as a graduatelevel thesis at Eastern Illinois University. The research article may also be submitted for
publication, and the results may be shared at a conference.
Your participation is completely voluntary, and your identity and organization will be
confidential. Filling out the survey and participating in a focus group discussion should take
roughly 30 minutes.

1. When I was taking ESL Writing, I felt stigmatized and different because I was placed in a
separate writing classroom from native speakers.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree

Comment:

2. When I was taking ESL Writing, I felt anxious about my writing and participating in
classroom discussions.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree

Comment:

3. Because I was placed into ESL Writing, I felt confident and less anxious as a writer.
Strongly agree 1
Comment:

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree
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4. Because I was placed in ESL Writing, I felt motivated to learn as all my peers are
nonnative speakers of English.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree

Comment:

5. When I was taking ESL Writing, I felt comfortable about my writing and participating in
classroom discussions.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree

Comment:

6. Because I was placed into ESL Writing, I felt confident as a writer.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree.

Comment:

7. I feel that the course materials and assignments in ESL Writing were more challenging
than they should have been.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

Comment:

8. Did you choose to be placed in ESL Writing?
Yes
Comment:

No

6 Strongly disagree
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9. If you did not choose to be placed in ESL Writing, would you rather be placed in a
classroom with native speakers of English
Yes

No

Comment:

10. Now, at the end of the semester, I am glad I took this course.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree

Comment:

11 . I think that ESL Writing helped me prepare for other academic courses.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree

Comment:

12. I would recommend ESL Writing to future students who speak English as a second
language.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree

Comment:

13. I believe that learners of English as a second language should be placed in separate
writing classes from native speakers of English.
Strongly agree 1
Comment:

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree
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Appendix B
Interview with DSU's Composition Director

Me: Do nonnative speakers only take TOEFL or the Michigan test for placement and
based on their scores they get placed? Or are there more tests they have to take?
Dr. Turner: Not currently. The way this system works currently it's all ACTE English
and that routes them into ENG 1000 or 1001. So I guess there could be places where
someone does not have their ACTE score, and then they would typically go into 1000. So
what we have here, we have no ESL program and the placement method needs to be
changed. Just with research I've done. So that's a serious issue for me. I mean, the main
thing is ACT English score.
Me: so do they take the TOEFL and the ACTE?
Dr. Turner: No. ACTE. You know, there are subsections on the ACT. So there is English,
reading, and .. .there is a writing component, but you can opt out of that. The English
score is only glorified grammar test. You know what the authors of A Guide to College
Writing Assessment call it the writing-less placement method.
Me: so they take TOEFL and then they take the ACTE?
Dr. Turner: I'm not exactly clear on how nonnative speakers would come in if they didn't
have had the ACTE. They tend to be routed into 1001 typically. So here for better or for
worse, I guess, it depends on the individual person, they're mainstreamed.
Me: is there some kind of rule, like, how many nonnative speakers are in each class? Or
how does it work?
Dr. Turner: It's just done by what works with their schedule.
Me: That's why they are so spread out. You find one or two in each class.
Dr. Turner: I talked to Vicker, the director of the International Office, about maybe
creating ESL-only 1001. He seemed kind of jazzed up about that at one time. And the last
time I contacted him, he was sort of, well, you can ask around, and see. We can ask
around and see if students would like to actually do that. So I don't know what's going on
over there.
Me: so maybe my study would help.
Dr. Turner: well, I hope so.
Me: well, I talked to him too, informally, and he's always excited about that, but I think
there are hurdles or like obstacles in the way because he had that plan of having an ESL
program in the summer, like intensive program in the summer. He needed finances for
that.
Dr. Turner: he needed the money.
Me: Yes. He was like I'm waiting on the money and there is lots of paperwork in order to
do it. And, of course, later they will look for teacher and stuff. But I mean he's trying.
But I don't think it's a smooth process.
Dr. Turner: I mean, in my mind, I'm going round and round whether nonnative speakers
should be mainstreamed or there should I think there is some security say sort of a
nonnative speaker comp course because they have different issues than say a native
speaker Ll obviously.
Me: also, do you need to hire other instructors who can teach ESL.
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Dr. Turner: Or just focus your teaching differently. But then again, what do you do with
international students from Britain and that type of deal.
Me: It's complicated. Like from the stuff I read so far and from my interview at that twoyear college, it seems like ESL students are so excited to be in ESL classes.
Dr. Turner: Yea, there is a support system I think. Where I was previously, we had
separate, I mean, we had ESL comp classes and the college comp classes. There is a
CCCC' s Award actually St. Louis Community College for their ESL program. And they
did all sorts of interesting things. Sometime there is some kind of a cultural shock.
Although a lot of people who were in that ESL program were probably generation 1.5
because of the Bosnian population. So Bosnian was spoken in the home, but then English
at school. Later on here, they' re probably not in those classes because they grew up in
America. So it's different. But they did a lot of interesting things. Like, they would pick a
book each year that all the ESL comp courses would read together. Like they read Ellis' s
Founding Brothers, if you ' re familiar with that kind of biographies. So they would pick a
different book each year and that would be sort of like one book across all the sections.
And then they would convene people. They also did service learning with some of their
ESL comp courses. You know where they would go. I remember one of my colleagues
talking about they would visit like elementary schools and little kids would ask them
'what did you do? What was it like for you when you lived in Bosnia?' There are some
really eye-opening conversations because they fled war. You know, one student would
say, 'when I was your age, I was in the woods hiding from soldiers and eating bark' . So
really eye-opening for .. .
Me: for people here
Dr. Turner: Yea
Me: Yea, I think people here need some eye-opening stuff
Dr. Turner: uhmm yea
Me: Of course, you taught first-year composition before in this school and I'm guessing
you had ESL students before?
Dr. Turner: hmm .. .in comp. I've had ESL students in the basic course. A couple.
Me: So that would be their first experience in an English writing classroom. So as a
teacher, not as a director, have you noticed, going back to remember these students, did
you have any problems in the class being placed with native speakers? Did you have nay
experiences with them being motivated more to learn or less being placed in such an
environment? Anxiety, motivation, you know, any ...
Dr. Turner: I don' t think they were motivated more by being mainstreamed. I love to
have them in the class because they would provide different perspectives like, you know,
I had a student from eastern European country. Maybe it was Romania. For some reason
we' re talking about drinking age and in her country drinking age is 16 (laughing) and for
them there are stringent laws of drunk driving and all that type of stuff. So the looks on
people' s faces were like oh my God (laughing). But, you know, sometimes a lot of it is
just language barriers. But then again many students may have gone to school where
English was spoken in the classroom. So I think it really depends on the individual. If we
were to devise say ELL comp, I think the way to do it would have students select it if
they want to do it or not. If they want to be in a section that's all ELL, that's an option.
But if they want to go into regular general population college comp. If they are okay with
that and they are advised effectively. I think that' s really one of the issues. How they' re
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being advised into what courses. But, you know, as a teacher, I've always seen ELL
students as a positive in a lot of ways. In a lot of cases, they know grammar better
(laughing) just like I knew Latin grammar probably better than Roman dudes (laughing)
because you study it differently. So I've always thought it was a good idea to have a mix
in there because we live in a multicultural society, at least we should.
Me: Yea, a melting pot.
Dr. Turner: or more of a mosaic. I don't think a melting pot work all that well as a
metaphor. It's more of a mosaic. Even with globalization, I think it's just important to
know about different cultures other than America. Or, even different cultures within
America is important for natives in many ways. I think the students we get here, at least,
are very parochial. It's either Chicago students or downstate students. I mean, what else
do they know.
Me: Yea, yea. I think it's very important that native speakers benefit from the experience
as well. It's not just ELL students placed in those classes that learn. Native speakers learn
too because they see the other perspective, as you said.
Dr. Turner: Yea. The only issue I see sometimes is that you do have some sort of, I don' t
want to say xenophobia, but you have. Cause you have an accent or you're not from this
country. There are probably certain American students who shy away ELL learners
which is, I don't know. It's hard to account for that. And how to address it is always an
issue. So that's something to consider too. But it really depends on your section and the
openrnindedness of individual students.
Me: I totally agree. I hear stories of teachers in high school who have a nonnative speaker
and the kids are so excited and they keep asking questions and helping that student. And
in other sections, the same teacher, would avoid that person, don't want to talk to her. So
I guess it really depends on the dynamics of the classroom or the students there. Some are
more open than other I guess.
Dr. Turner: Right.
Me: Do you think that nonnative speakers being placed with native speakers they can
learn from their peers. You know when you learn from your peers like the zone of
proximal development. Have you noticed that? I'm sure you do like peer activities, when
you put students in pairs, and they'd learn from one another. Have you noticed that with
nonnative speakers that they'd learn from such activities?
Dr. Turner: I think that collaboration and group work is helpful for any student. I think it
would be helpful for any ELL learner too. I think you have to be careful who you're
gonna group them with. Kinda as it goes back with individual attitudes. So I think as a
general rule, which always has holes in it (laughing), I think you know some ELL
learners might be reticent to talk. So a small group work might offer them the opportunity
to talk more often. They can ask questions. Cause it is scary, to ask questions or to talk
just even if you're introverted. So there are all kind of factors in there. And that's not
saying ELL learners are introverted, but that's just an example from the general
population.
Me: I mean, there are really lots of factors as you're saying. They can be naturally
introverted but even if they are extroverted, it's a cultural shock. These are 18 year old
students, who are corning to a different country.
Dr. Turner: Yea. I mean, here if you take some kid from Beijing and drop him down into
(laughing) rural Illinois town of 12 thousand people, that's a hell of a cultural shock.
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Me: This is everything I wanted to ask you. Is there anything you would like to add?
Dr. Turner: I'm just interested to hear what students would say. I mean, the issue here is
you are unable because we don't have an ESL program. We talk about this before,
obviously. It's hard to capture, capture is a bad word, to get students and ...
Me: recruit
Dr. Turner: To recruit them. Not capture. (laughing) To recruit students to really offer
their experiences. I mean, you can send so many emails and do this and that. I'm really
interested to hear what those students in the ESL program are saying. Because I know
where I was previously, at a two-year college, many students thought that ESL program
was great because it offered a community. If you take ELL learners' perspectives, there is
so much out there like bank signs. What the hell does that mean. Just a simple statement
of a bank sign can be really confusing. Or the slang, you know, the informal language,
the metaphors. These are all difficult hurdles. These simple sayings or cliches that
Americans say all the time. If you try to dig into them from a different perspective, what
does it mean.
Me: Exactly. Phrasal verbs. Oh my God. I mean, prepositions do not carry any meaning.
And they are so confusing.
Dr. Turner: Oh, I hate prepositions too.
Me: To me as a nonnative speaker, they are the most intimidating in writing. But when it
comes to the cultural stuff, even subtle stuff, like driving on the high way, it is so
different. I know it sounds so trivial. But still I feel there are lots of cultural references
that are said every day. If you don't catch them, you won't get the joke.
Dr. Turner: Yea. Kind of cultural capital that I think for ELL learners it might be safer for
them to explore with people like what the heck does that mean. Like, who is that George
W. Bush person. Or who's Eli Whitney.
Me: They would love to know, but I think it can cause lots of communication
breakdowns if they don't get what you're talking about.
Dr. Turner: The pedagogical grammar class I took for my PhD program, I was the only
Rhet/Comp person. Everybody else was TESOL. So they'd talk about in their courses,
they'd have instead of lecturing and doing all that type of stuff about this construction or
that construction, they'd just have students bring in stuff that confuses them. Write in
your lived experience here is something, what does this mean, I'm confused by it. Then
they would bring in to class and everybody would share them and they kinda work
together. The bad way to do it is the teacher explains what it means. A total top-down
type of deal. If you have students work together, there is negotiation and talking about the
issue. So I doing that type of thing is helpful. You know, you wouldn't do it every day.
But just something like that kind of like open forum, in ELL concentrated comp course,
you could do something like that. It would be really fun and it would impart cultural
knowledge. Just trying to figure out how these crazy Americans talk (laughing).
Me: and they teach each other too. I've noticed that even in an ELL environment they
would. Someone would know a slang and they would teach it to their peers. And it's so
interesting because they love to catch up on slang. They want to sound like native
speakers. They don't want to sound bookish.
Dr. Turner: It's like some of the Japanese students we have. They love everything
American from fashion to mannerisms. All that type of stuff.
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Finn: So Ms. Youssef is doing a study. She's from Egypt as you know. So she's really
curious about how students feel when they are learning English over here, in like a
writing class. So at DSU (pseudonym), like you know, you are put in a class with native
English speakers, like me. Other schools sometimes they separate them. They put all the
international students in one classroom and then the natives in another classroom. So
she's curious about which way is better. So that's why she wants to talk to you. She's
already talked to some students that are separated. She wants to get sort of your
experience and your expertise about what it's like with you to sit in a writing class with
native speakers.
Mary: I'll say from my point of view, it's better for me to be in a class with native
English speakers because I learn. I don't just learn the core of English, but I learn more
like things that like more uh
Finn: like how we say things?
Mary: Yea. Just everything is said in English, explained in English and this gives me
more of an idea how it will be said here cause, for example, how international students
speak English is much different than how Americans speak English. So if I'm gonna
study and work in America, then probably I'm gonna say it like this too. And from the
other point of view, is when I am with international students, who learn, like the core of
English, which people here already know. So they are not studying that. So these are two
different points of view.
But I think this one is better for me because I have been studying English for like five
years. So I think I already know kind of know the core. So now I want to know more like
advanced study.
Finn: Gotcha. So what age did you start learning English?
Mary: I started learning the alphabet when I was like six. First grade. And you have like
first, second, till fourth grade, learn the basics. And after that I kind of I kept having it as
a class in high school, but it's not really advanced. We don't really learn that much in
high school cause it's just a foreign language. We don't study English to know English.
We're just studying a foreign language. And some people when I say I studied like
advanced English for five years, they think like it's not normal that you can fluently
speak for five years because they would study for example Americans would tell me that
they would study Spanish for six or eight years and they don't know how to say one
sentence. But it's like after that I started studying more advanced English and then I went
to study in Vienna for one year. There, I studied just German cause everything was in
German in my high school. And then I went to Germany for one year and I studied in
English. So the past two years I think is my most advanced.
Finn: what's your first language?
Mary: Bulgarian.
Finn: Nice. So you said you started learning in sixth grade. Was that at school or just at
home?
Mary: Just at school
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Finn: so they start teaching you English like the fundamentals. The basics.
M: Yea. It's like mandatory to have one foreign language in school. Most schools are in
English. But there is like the French schools, where the first foreign language is French.
The Spanish school, the first foreign language is Spanish. But we just learn the basics.
Like basic grammar, alphabet, like words, how to say stuff. When I wanted to come to
study in the U.S., I had to take the TOEFL and SAT and that's when I started studying
more advanced English.
Finn: Gotcha. How different is English from Bulgarian?
Mary: Very different. We have a completely different alphabet. So it's nothing like here.
Finn: Completely different alphabet.
M:Yea.
Finn: so there are no words that overlap or anything like that?
Mary: No. Bulgarian is like Russian, kind of. So, no. It's totally different.
Finn: Interesting. You speak English really really well (laughing). So what other
languages are you familiar with? So Bulgarian, English, and German? Do you know any
Russian?
Mary: I understand Russian and I can say some stuff because my mom knows Russian
and she just taught me some stuff. But I can't speak. But I understand because it's really
similar. And for example Macedonian, I can just speak Bulgarian to a Macedonian person
and he can speak to me in Macedonian and we'll be just fine. Cause it's almost the same.
Finn: So as a student in Bulgaria. In your language, would you consider yourself a good
writer?
Mary: Yea. I was really great in my papers in Bulgarian and on TOEFL and SATs. But
when I came here, I think like Ms. Youssef said I have a potential but then my papers are
not great papers.
Finn: so in Bulgaria, did you write your papers in English?
Mary: Yea.
Finn: Did you ever write a paper in Bulgarian?
Mary: Yea. We have papers in Bulgarian as a first language. Like Bulgarian literature,
reading and writing, everything. But I had papers for English as a foreign language and
then for my courses that I took for TOEFL and SATs there, I wrote English papers.
Finn: Okay. What frustrates you most about writing in English?
Mary: when I explain something. And if I don ' t have the dictionary right next to me, I
might not, I can't think of, like I would think of it in Bulgarian and I know what I want
to say, but I might not have all the words. I might not know all the words that I need. My
vocabulary is not that big yet.
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Finn: So you have to think, you have to translate your own thoughts?
Mary: yea
Finn: That sounds really hard.
Mary: Even when I speak, right now I'm speaking and I have to think before I say
something. If I'm saying it right, if I'm not. You have to think twice before you say
something. Cause I first think of it in Bulgarian, what I want to say and then I say it.
Finn: So do you think, if you were in an international class learning English, do you think
that's some of the things you'll miss out on?
Mary: No, I think it's better for me to be here because there's no other Bulgarian in the
whole school and I've been talking in English 2417, and the more I speak, the more it
comes naturally. And I would hear some words from my teachers or my friends. And just
learn those words . Like they say it and I don't know the exact translation in Bulgaria, I
just would see, like notice, when they use it and how they use it and then I would know
what it means. So even some words that I learned in English, I wouldn't use in Bulgarian.
I wouldn ' t, like, if someone asks me what does that mean, what does that word mean in
Bulgarian, I wouldn' t know the exact Bulgarian word probably. But I would know what it
means, and I would know how to use it.
Finn: It sounds like a talent. I don 't think everyone has that (laughing)
Mary: I think it happens a lot, for example, my brother and his wife, they are both
Bulgarian, like 100%. They' ve been living in the States for like 17 years now, but they
come back for a month or something every three years or five years. And they speak
English with everyone 2417, and when they have to explain something in Bulgarian, they
like would say one word in Bulgarian and one word in English. They would know how to
say it in English and can ' t think of the word in Bulgarian.
Finn: I see.
Mary: So that happens a lot.
Finn: So they start losing it, huh?
Mary: Yea.
Finn: So you like being placed in this class, then?
Mary: Yea.
Finn: If you were placed with all international students, I guess that would bother you?
Mary: No, it wouldn't bother me. The only thing is that if I was placed with international
students, my papers would be looked at as an international student. I might get an A,
then. And then for the same paper, I might get a C in an American class as everyone else
is supposed to know English much better than me. I think that's the only thing. But other
than that. That means that if I get an A in an American class, then my English is even
better.
Finn: That means your English is awesome (laughing).
Mary: Yea.
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Finn: That's really interesting. Do you feel comfortable in the class?
Mary: Yea. First, when I first came, I thought that. I have like. I am nervous to speak out
in class and I wouldn't. I mean, I'm usually not nervous about anything. I speak up. But
in class, like, when the teacher asks a question, and even if I know the answer, I'm never
sure that I know it. I don't want to embarrass myself cause everybody knows much better
English than me. And I was. When I first came, I was not secure about my accent, but
then, like, in a month, I was just fine. I'm fine now.
Finn: I don' t know why you'd feel insecure about it. Yea. Interesting. Okay. So you said
something about when you first started you felt a bit anxious?
Mary: yea.
Finn: So what were like some of your concerns? You've already spoken about some,
but. ..
Mary: Because when I first left to study in Vienna, I didn' t know a word in German and
just being there and studying in a German school. All the subjects were in German.
That's how I learned German. And I was insecure in the beginning. Like, I didn't want to
start speaking. I would speak in English to everyone. And I was like really proud of my
English. Because I could speak English, and I was fine just talking to people in English
because I was in Germany. But when I came here, that's the first time I'm living in a
country their native language is English. So I was insecure that people might feel like she
can't speak English or she has an accent. I didn't know how people would react to this.
And I wouldn' t even say it was a month. It was like less than a month, then I realized that
people just were fine with this.
Finn: So you have an experience. I know that some people would come over and they
have an accent. They feel that Americans aren't very warm. Aren't very accepting. Like,
have you ever felt that?
Mary: I thought that it might be like this, but no. It proved me wrong when I came here
cause everyone was like really nice to me. And everyone when we first meet, they would
ask me 'Oh, where are you from? What's that accent?' And, first, I was like why are you
even asking me about my accent. Like, 'is it that bad?' but then people just started
saying, 'no, it's just interesting' . Cause like you immediately know that this person isn't
like a native American. So you wanna know where they're from.
Finn: Yea. Is that question annoying? When people ask you that all the time, do you get
sick of people saying that?
Mary: No, it's not annoying. In the beginning I didn't know if it was a bad thing that
they're asking me. But now I know it's fine. It's not bothering me.
Finn: So do you feel in Ms. Youssef s class, do you feel motivated to learn English?
Mary: Yea. I feel more motivated in my papers because I know how Americans even not
trying so hard probably do better than me in writing papers. But now that I started, now
being in this class has made me more motivated because I know that if I get an A, that
means that I've done really good and that I'm on the level of English native speakers. So
that motivates me.
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Finn: I gotcha. So if you' re just in a class with international students, would you still have
that drive or do you think .. . ?
Mary: Yes, I did have the drive because when I was in that class when I was studying for
TOEFL, and they were all international students and everyone wanted to be like the best.
Like, I speak fluently, like a native speaker and everyone wanted to be that one. So that's
very motivating. But then when you actually come here, even if you were the best one in
that class, you come to a country where their native language is English, then you realize
that you weren ' t that good when you compare yourself to actual native speakers, you're
not in their level. And that motivates you in a higher level to get to their level. Not to be
the best one at the international students cause not to better your English just as a second
language, but to better it almost like a first language
Finn: So what about writing, like, if you are in class and you hear other people speak, you
pick up on the way the language is used, right? But in writing you can't do that because
you don't see other people's writing. So what pushes you to write better? And not just to
speak better?
Mary: Being here, I learn lots of words on everyday basis, in books, and class. And when
writing papers, when I need a word and I don' t know how to say it in English, I would
google it, like, translate it. And then I would start using that word. That's one thing that
has gotten better like using more words in my papers, like, having a wider vocabulary.
Cause if you compare, like, my papers before I came here, you will see that they will be
good, but they will be like a lot of the same words are used and not more like broader
explanations. And when I wanna say something, and for example, I have to quote
someone or something like that, I wanna say what they're saying, I would look at
synonyms. So that's another way that I learn.
Finn: How long have you been here in the Sates?
Mary: Since January.
Finn: Oh my God. Really? Just a few months? It's amazing. That' s incredible. What
about structure, like, do we do things in the United States, like do you have to structure
your paper completely different? Is the structure completely different from Bulgarian?
Mary: I don't really know because I haven't given papers, like, exact papers with, like, an
assignment sheet before because that' s my first year of college. I haven't written papers
like that before. So this is just really hard for me and I had to revise many papers because
I didn't structure them right. But before when I wrote papers, they were just 'write an
essay' . Like, you ' re given a topic on like a best friend and you just write on that topic.
Finn: About the best friend?
Mary: Yea. Like, what you think of that. Like, what a best friend you think is. And you
just write about a topic. You ' re not given an assignment and I have never done just: first
paragraph, second paragraph, third paragraph, like, thesis statement, stuff like that. I
haven't done before. So I was struggling with that. I think I'm doing better now. But
we'll see. (laughing)
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Finn: Gotcha. Are you planning to stay here after you graduate? Like you said your
brother has been here for 17 years.
Mary: I don't know. I haven' t thought about it yet. I know for sure that I wanna stay here
for four years and do my Master's here. But after that I might stay. Like, my brother is so
sure that I'm not gonna want to go back to Bulgaria. (laughing) But, I don't know. Cause
my family is in Bulgaria. My sister, my parents. I've lived there my whole life.
Finn: What's your major?
Mary: I major in design. Computer design and textiles. That's what I wanna do, and I'm
not there is a better place in Bulgaria to pursue that.
Finn: why?
Mary: I don' t know. Cause for example I heard about New York and like Los Angeles
that they're really good at design and there is like a variety of design like major
businesses that you can choose from. And Bulgaria, it is not that big in design and
fashion. And Europe is big in fashion. Like London and Paris, but then will I want to
leave? I really haven't thought about living there, like moving there after I graduate. So
it's gonna be either America or Bulgaria. I don't know yet.
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Survey used at DSU

Consent Form
Student Perception on Placement and Course Design
Spring 2014
The purpose of this survey is to learn about English language learners' perceptions of being
placed in First-Year Composition course, the course design, and how it affects their feelings of
anxiety, self-esteem, and motivation.
The results of this study will be compiled into a research article to be submitted as a graduatelevel thesis at Eastern Illinois University. The research article may also be submitted for
publication, and the results may be shared at a conference.
Your participation is completely voluntary, and your identity and organization will be
confidential. Filling out the survey and participating in a focus group discussion should take
roughly 30 minutes.

1. When I was taking First-Year Composition, I felt stigmatized and different being placed
in the same writing classroom with native speakers.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree

Comment:

2. When I was taking First-Year Composition, I felt anxious about my writing and
participating in classroom discussions.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree

Comment:

3. Because I was placed into First-Year Composition, I felt confident and less anxious as a
writer.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree
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Comment:
4. When I was placed in First-Year Composition, I felt motivated to learn from my native
speaking peers.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree

Comment:

5. When I was taking First-Year Composition, I felt comfortable about my writing and
participating in classroom discussions.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree

Comment:

6. Because I was placed into First-Year Composition, I felt confident as a writer.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree

Comment:

7. I feel that the course materials and assignments in First-Year Composition were more
challenging than they should have been.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree

Comment:

8. Did you choose to be placed in First-Year Composition?
Yes
Comment:

No
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9. If you did not choose to be placed in First-Year Composition, would you rather be
placed in a classroom with nonnative speakers of English
Yes

No

Comment:

10. Now, at the end of the semester, I am glad I took this course.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree

Comment:

11. I think that First-Year Composition helped me prepare for other academic courses.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree

Comment:

12. I would recommend First-Year Composition to future students who speak English as a
second language.
Strongly agree 1

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree

Comment:

13. I believe that learners of English as a second language should be placed in the same
writing classes with native speakers of English.
Strongly agree 1
Comment:

2

3

4

5

6 Strongly disagree

